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Abstract
Hunicutt, Jerry Anthony (Tony). Ed.D. The University of Memphis. August, 2014.
Online Attrition in Arkansas Two-year Colleges. Major Professor: Dr. Barbara MullinsNelson
This study investigates the attrition in online courses at two-year colleges in the
state of Arkansas. For the purpose of the study, the Survey of Barriers for Online
Learning was disseminated to a sample of 283 students from four 2-year colleges in the
central area of Arkansas during 2013. Three research questions were the driving catalyst
for the study. First, what are the perceptions of students regarding the pedagogical,
managerial, social, and technical barriers to online learning? Second, do all student
respondents and respondent subgroups perceive the four kinds of barriers to online
learning (pedagogical, managerial, social, and technical) to be equally difficult? Lastly,
to what extent do the demographic characteristics of students, student status variables,
and student perceptions of four types of barrier predict attrition rate?
This study utilized a combination of repeated measures analysis of variance,
hiearchical regression, and step-wise regression on demographic, student success, and
student barrier variables to predict online course attrition rate. Results indicated that as a
student’s grade point average increases, the attrition in online classes decreases.
Technical barriers were not significant for the purpose of this study; however it was
found that pedagogical and mangerial barriers were more signficant. Conclusions were
made that students possessed the technological skills to be successful in an online course
and were more concerned with the nagivation and curriculum delivery style within the
individual courses.
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Chapter 1
Background
During my thirteen years of teaching in both the traditional classroom and online,
I have seen online education grow tremendously. When I taught my first online course, I
had no training. I told the Vice President of Instruction, during my interview to be an
adjunct instructor that I thought online education was an excellent way to bridge the gap
for those students who could not attend classes on campus. At the time, I had no idea
what developing a great online class entailed, but to become employed in an institution of
higher learning, I indicated that I had the expertise to develop a class. During that first
semester in 2001, I learned many valuable lessons that helped me become a better online
instructor such as how to properly administer an exam online.
My online teaching ability continued to improve over those first two years, but it
wasn’t until I began taking online courses at the University of Memphis that I truly
understood what it took to make an online class an enriching experience. Over the past 10
years, I have incorporated, in my online courses, several of the techniques and strategies
used by my professors at the University of Memphis. From journal summaries to clear
and concise organizational folders, my classes have been enriched by the examples that I
have followed from my doctoral professors. Over the years, I have shared these
strategies with new and current online instructors to enrich their classes.
Miller (2010) found that distance learning enrollments at community colleges, in
the United States, in the 2008-09 academic year increased 11% from the previous year.
From 2000 to 2010, course completion rates improved from 50% to 72%. From statistics
compiled by the National Center for Education Statistics (Radford, 2011), it was found
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that 53.1% of all students who enrolled in an online course in the 2007-2008 school year
did so at a public two-year college.
As the numbers of students in online courses continue to increase, another
problem that exists is attrition and retention in these online courses. Atchley,
Wingenbach, and Akers (2013) found that over a five year period 34.6% of their study
participants earned an A in an online course compared to 31.3% in traditional courses.
The percentage of students withdrawing from an online course or earning a D or F was
25.1%, higher than those in traditional courses (20%). These numbers indicate that 80%
of students are retained in traditional courses versus 74.9% of distance learners. The
survey was administered to students at five community colleges that offered both
traditional and online courses across the United States.
Problem Statement
With the number of students enrolling in online courses at public two-year
colleges, institutions must also examine in-course attrition for online courses. In a study
conducted by the Instruction Technology Council (2012), the researchers conducted
interviews in 2011 with administrators of two-year institutions and found that 53% of the
administrators said that retention is lower for online than for traditional instruction. Based
on this statistic, administrators feel the attrition rate of online courses is too high. Table 1
further explains the survey results (Instructional Technology Council, 2012).
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Table 1
Attrition in Distance Learning Courses vs. Attrition in Traditional Courses
Attrition Comparisons
Retention is comparable for online and
traditional instruction
Retention is lower for online classes than
for traditional instruction
Retention is higher for online classes than
for traditional instruction

Percentage of Agreement
40%
53%
4%

According to College Completion (2013), only 20.4% of first-time incoming
freshmen students graduated from community colleges in the United States. In Arkansas,
22.2% of the community college students graduated within three years of entering college
for the first time. Although Arkansas ranks above the national average, 22.2% is still an
extremely low graduation rate.
Other studies also confirm the lack of persistence in the graduation of students in
two-year colleges. According to a 2013 study completed by the American College
Testing Service (2013), 22.5% of the students, who completed the ACT exam and entered
a two-year college, graduated in three years or less. This number is significantly lower
than the 38.8% completion from 1989.
Purpose of the Study
This study investigated factors that are predictors of attrition in online courses at
four, two-year colleges in Arkansas.
Research questions
The following questions guided the research.
1. What are the perceptions of students regarding the pedagogical, managerial,
social, and technical barriers to online learning?
3

2. Do all student respondents and respondent subgroups perceive the four kinds of
barriers to online learning (pedagogical, managerial, social, and technical) to be
equally difficult?
3. To what extent do the demographic characteristics of students, student status
variables, and student perceptions of four types of barriers predict attrition rate?
Online attrition rates at some colleges are often 10% to 20% higher than those for
face-to-face instruction (Gaytan, 2013). In determining the cause of online course
attrition rates, Xu and Jaggars (2013) used the least squares method that determined that
the attrition rate gap between online and face-to-face courses was 3%. Online attrition
rates in Xu and Jaggars study were 9% compared to 6% for face-to face courses. This
study also found that grade point average was a predictor of success in both online and
traditional course delivery. The higher the grade point average the more likely a student
would remain in an online course.
Significance
More colleges are seeing shifts in their funding formulas. Funding for many two
year colleges is now based on graduation rate instead of enrollment. The results of this
study will provide college and university faculty, administration, and student services
with information that will allow each institution to formulate strategies to improve
retention in online courses, thus contributing to increased graduation rates.
Definition of Terms
There are several terms that must be properly defined for the purpose of this
study. The terms and their definitions are:
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Adult learner: Historically, the term has been defined as students who enter
college after the age of 21 (Cross, 1981). However, the term adult learner
includes all students ages 18 and over who are seeking to earn a college degree,
certificate, or credential from a two-year college. Adult learners also include
those who attend a two-year college without the goal of seeking a two-year
degree.



Andragogy: “teaching strategies developed for adult learners” (Knowles, Holton,
& Swanson, 1998).



Online learner: A student who enrolls in at least one online course.



Online learning/eLearning: A course that is taught via the use of Internet
technologies and course management systems (such as Blackboard or
Desire2Learn) where the instructor and student are separated and not in the same
room when instruction is taking place.



Blended courses / hybrid courses: Combine elements of the traditional classroom
with elements of the online classroom. For instance, a professor may choose to
offer a lecture both in the classroom as well as through video online. Faculty may
also choose to provide assignments or exams to be completed and submitted
online, rather than in person.
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Chapter 2
Literature Review
Since fall 2002, there has been a tremendous growth in enrollment in online
courses in institutions of higher education. Allen and Seaman (2011) noted that online
enrollment, in US based institutions, as a percent of total enrollment increased from 9.6%
in fall, 2002 to 31.3% in fall 2010. The report also noted that the number of students
taking an online course increased from 1,602,970 in fall 2002 to 6,142,280 in fall 2010.
Allen and Seaman (2011) contend that since more students are enrolling in online
courses, in-course attrition rates will also increase which justifies the need for additional
study as to why students are withdrawing from online courses at two-year colleges. The
review of literature that follows explores the growth of online learning and why students
enroll in online courses but do not complete the course.
Significant Factors in Online Student Attrition/Retention
In order to determine what factors are significant predictors of attrition in online
courses, Adkins and Bryant (2011) conducted a survey of online learners to identify
which variables are significant predictors of student attrition/completion in online course
matriculation. The variables used were:


Individual Attributes – such as motivation and procrastination



Learning Styles



Life Factors – such as finances, time availability family and employers support



Reading Rate and Recall



Technical Competency



Technical Knowledge
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Typing Accuracy

Adkins and Bryant (2011) used multivariate analysis to determine which variables were
predictors of the three dependent variables. Those variables were: The course met
expectations, overall satisfaction, and likelihood to enroll in an online course again.
Adkins and Bryant (2011) found that individual attributes (academic ability, help
seeking, persistence, procrastination, and time management) and life factors (time
available to study, place to study, reason for enrolling, resources available, and skills in
using online technology) were predictors of the dependent variables (met expectations,
overall satisfaction, and likely to enroll again). The authors found that certain life factors
play a role in student retention/attrition. Examples of these factors are the support of
family and friends, a specific purpose for earning a degree, and confidence in the
individual’s academic skills. Based on the student’s circumstance, the life situation will
contribute to his or her success or lack of success in an online course. This study also
found that learning styles and technical competency did not play a significant role in a
student’s success in an online course.
To further show the significance of the factors that lead to online
attrition/retention, Noel-Levitz’s (2012) report on the priorities of online learners across
the country is useful. The Priorities Survey for Online Learners (PSOL) received
responses from 123,594 online learners at 109 institutions over a 3-year period from the
fall 2009 semester to the spring 2012 semester. Of the survey participants, 112,000 were
enrolled in mostly online students while the rest of the participants enrolled in mostly
face-to-face courses. Over 79,000 students who completed the survey were undergraduate
students. Key demographic data of survey participants included:
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Sixty-nine percent of the participants were female



Eighty percent of the participants ranged in ages of 25 to 64



Ninety-two percent were enrolled as online students



Forty-two percent of the participants were either freshmen or sophomores
Noel-Levitz (2012) explained that satisfied students will be more successful and

colleges that have more satisfied students typically have higher graduation rates, lower
default rates, and more alumni donations. The study found that online students exhibited
higher levels of satisfaction when the following factors exist: excellent quality of
instruction, clearly defined student assignments, faculty who are responsive to student
needs, appropriate instructional materials that are relevant to the program content, and
timely feedback is provided by the faculty. This study also found that the level of
satisfaction among students who were enrolled primarily in on-campus classes showed no
significant difference when compared to online students.
To further emphasize the importance of computer literacy to online course
success, Sahin and Shelley (2008) investigated students who master computer skills, and
found they were more likely to receive a greater benefit from distance learning than those
students who did not master computer skills. The study also found a positive correlation
between students who achieved computer technology mastery and their satisfaction with
the online course experience.
Perry, Boman, Care, Edwards, and Park (2008) used Rovai’s Composite
Persistence Model to determine why students withdrew from an online graduate nursing
and health studies program at Athabasca University. The study found that life
circumstances and work commitments were the two predominant personal reasons for
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students withdrawing from this online program. Examples of life circumstances given
were family health issues, the death of a loved one, more time needed to meet family
needs, and unexpected financial emergencies. Moreover, they discussed how Rovai
included the characteristics of students and skills along with both external and internal
influences that affected the student’s decision to remain in the online graduate program.
In addition, Perry et al. (2008) found that work commitment relating to shifts in
job responsibilities is also a factor in students withdrawing from online courses. Students
who were required to engage in new roles at their current job or at a new job realized they
were unable to meet the demands of the new job and meet the requirements necessary to
successfully complete the online program. The authors recommend that faculty members
get to know each student by using the external and internal factors that affect online
learning and making appropriate suggestions in advising students to remain or withdraw
from courses and online programs. For example, on the first day of class the faculty
member asks each student to introduce themselves and describe reasons they are taking
the class. An external reason for taking an online class includes such things as the
convenience of not having to drive to campus and find a parking place. An internal
reason may be because the student is reluctant to express her/his opinion in a face to face
setting but more willing in an online setting where there is a bit more anonymity.
Park and Choi (2009) investigated reasons why students withdraw from online
courses by surveying a sample of 147 students enrolled in online courses during the time
period fall 2005 to summer 2007. The research question was “What factors are
significant to predict a learners’ decision to drop out of online courses? Quantitative data
from a survey was derived and participants were solicited via email. The survey data was
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analyzed using logistic regression which revealed lack of persistence in online courses
can be separated into two categories: factors that exist prior to the course and factors that
occur during matriculation. Factors existing prior to the course include age, gender, level
of education, employment status, learner skills, and factors that occur during
matriculation include scheduling conflicts, family, financial, and personal issues. The
researchers determined that the factors causing problems during matriculation could lead
to the student withdrawing from the course.
Park and Choi (2009) also found internal factors such as the lack of social
integration, lack of instructor involvement and follow-up, the usability of technology by
the student, and low student motivation were all internal factors that could lead to a
student dropping out of an online course. Factors that caused adult learners to withdraw
from traditional courses are the same factors that caused adult learners to withdraw from
an online course. These factors include time constraints, financial issues and support from
employers.
Furthermore, Park and Choi (2009) found that adult online students also drop out
of courses when they are not relevant to students’ current employment or life situations.
In order to assist the learner in finding relevance, the study recommended that the
instructor provide opportunities for the online learner to apply newly learned knowledge
to real-life situations along with allowing students to participate in setting goals and
strategies for the course. By allowing students to play an active role in the course,
students will remain motivated because the material will become relevant and thus
meaningful in the student’s daily experiences.
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Angelino, Williams, and Natvig (2007) reviewed the literature and found four
common strategies used to reduce the attrition in online classes. First, student integration
and engagement through frequent contact and interactions between the student, student
services, and the instructor are necessary for students to want to remain engaged in an
online course. Through faculty contact via online chat and phone, students are more
likely to remain engaged and remain in the course.
Second, a learner-centered approach relies on the student to provide input for
planning instructional objectives. Instructors get to know the pre-existing knowledge of
students and their comfort levels before learning begins. This strategy lays the
groundwork for the development of the third method of combating attrition.
Third, Angelino et al. (2007) found that students need to find ways to overcome
the disconnectedness that is perceived to exist in online learning. Through the formation
of learning communities, students are given a broader knowledge based through the
collaboration of all students in the class. Learning communities provide support that can
lower attrition in online courses.
The fourth strategy discussed by Angelino et al. (2007) is providing online
student services. Online students typically feel disconnected from the campus because
they are not involved in campus activities. This study suggests that all student service
areas such as tutoring, library services, registration, and student government should have
an online component so online students can feel a part of the collegiate experience. One
example given was to offer all student government meetings in an electronic medium so
distance learners can be engaged in the campus governance process.
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Model for Student Retention
In order to place a more concentrated focus on student retention in online
learning, Berge and Huang (2004) proposed a customizable model of student retention
that considered the interconnectedness of personal, circumstantial and institutional factors
that could guide the decision making of both students and institutions. This model allows
institutions to address variables relevant to student success. In this model, personal
variables include student demographic characteristics such as age, gender, race, and
socioeconomic status along with individual attributes that directly affect learning such as
academic skills, learning strategies, motivation, and prior learning performance.
Berge and Huang (2004) also describe the circumstantial variables that impact
student retention such as work commitments, and ability to afford appropriate technology
for online class requirements that might affect institutional interactions, academic
interactions, and social interactions. Institutional variables that affect student retention
include organizational characteristics, attitudes of faculty members and administration
towards online learning, values, beliefs, and even requirements for admission.
Berge and Huang’s (2004) model assists institutional decision makers in making
the appropriate decisions to improve retention in the online classroom. The authors
provided an example by explaining that while providing child care would improve
retention in the traditional classroom setting, child care would not be relevant for students
in the online classroom. This model was developed with the goal of:


Encouraging Commitment (such as goal and institutional commitment)



Integrating management and support services to enhance academic and social
experiences
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Improving all delivery of instruction



Increasing the personal environmental transitional fit for the student and the
institution



Improving academic and psychological outcomes

Barriers to Online Learning
Berge and Muilenburg (2005) studied barriers to online learning. A survey was
completed by 1,056 students, ages 16 to 58. Respondents were asked to rate the severity
of each barrier on a Likert scale with a 1 representing “no barrier” and a 5 representing a
“very strong barrier.” The four strongest barriers to online learning included
administrative issues, social interactions, academic skills, and technical skills.
Administrative issues included availability of online academic advisors, timely
delivery of course materials, instructor competence, lack of instructor feedback, lack of
access to tutors, and too many students being enrolled in the course. Social interactions
included lack of student communication, fear of isolation from other students, a feeling of
the delivery being impersonal, and lack of student collaboration. Academic skills
included the ability to speak, write, read, communicate, and type. Technical issues
included the fear of computers, fear of learning new software, and fearing a different
mode of course delivery. An analysis of responses by gender found that men rated
administrative issues as being more critical to their success than women.
Berge’s (1998) earlier research dealt with barriers from the faculty point of view.
Berge found that faculty members were concerned with issues such as lack of technical
assistance, lack of student/teacher interaction, and the inability of the student to be
motivated enough to learn as an independent learner. Although faculty were also
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concerned with governance, funding, and program sustainability, his research found that
many of the same issues that were a concern for student success were also shared by
faculty. Inspired by Berge, the researcher conducted a pilot study (Hunnicutt, 2008) at a
two-year college in 2008 and found that infrastructure was the most significant factor in
predicting online course attrition. Infrastructure, according to the Berge and Muilenberg
(2005) survey, is defined as those variables which can be controlled by the college such
as academic/administrative support, faculty response and delivery, academic advising,
faculty training, class size, and quality of materials. Variables most frequently cited that
lead students to withdraw from online courses were:


Availability of academic and administrative staff



Poor instructor response time



Timely course material delivery



Lack of experience of the online instructor

Since conducting the pilot study in 2008 Hunnicutt learned that Dr. Berge has
revised the survey. Currently, the survey items are divided into four factor groupings
instead of the original five. These four groups are pedagogical, managerial, social, and
technical. The pedagogical factor deals with strictly online teaching and learning and
includes factors such as instructor access, pace of online learning, course structure,
learning styles, and instructor feedback. The managerial factor deals with organizational,
procedural, and administrative issues such as fees, entrance requirements, advising, and
class size. The social factor relates to the friendliness of the environment and the
promotion of mutual support among students. The technical factor deals with the student
having the skills and the appropriate technology to complete an online course.
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Sahin and Shelley (2008) drew on Berge and Muilenburg’s (2005) study and
investigated how challenging it is to predict what satisfies students in an online course.
The study found that lack of prompt feedback was one of the most critical barriers to
online learning. Sahin and Shelley found that students report higher levels of frustration
when faculty members delayed responding to communications or returning assignments.
The study also found that students experienced a significant barrier when learning
materials were not self-explanatory. Furthermore, Sahin and Shelley agree that student
needs must be considered in designing online courses and that past research can guide the
process of course development.
Another barrier found to be a potential problem for online students is selfdiscipline. Allen and Seaman (2007) reported that over 50% of students who are not
enrolled in online courses choose face to face courses because they believe they do not
have the self-discipline to work in an online environment. Adult learning theory provides
a better understanding of barriers to online learning faced by community college students.
Four areas in which literature provides information critical to understanding adult
learners are motivation, barriers, developmental factors, and self-directed learning.
The Importance of Understanding the Adult Learner
By 2019, it is projected that 71.98% of the higher education student population
will be 25 to 44 years of age (Radford, 2010). This percentage reflects a changing
demographic which will see a growth in the 25 to 44 year old student population while
the number of 14 to 21 year old students will decrease (Kasworm, 2003). The shift in
demographics shows that more adult students are realizing the importance of a college
education. As more of the non-traditional students (ages 25 and older) decide to enter the
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realm of higher education, colleges and universities must adjust their focus to meet the
needs of these learners for them to achieve success while still providing this same service
to the 18 to 24 year old age group. Due to the changing demographic of students from
the what has been considered the traditional age for entering college students to the 25 to
44 year old demographic, it is important to consider those motivational factors that assist
faculty members and administrators in educating this group of learners.
Motivation Orientations
The first assumption of andragogy serves as a guideline for educators of adults.
Knowles, Holton, and Swanson (1998) state, “Adults need to know why they need to
learn something before undertaking to learn it” (p.49). In other words, the adult learner
wants to know how she/he will benefit before making the decision to pursue additional
education.
To further understand the motivation of learners, Houle (1988) offers possible
explanations. Houle’s typology identifies three different learning motivation orientations
for adult learners: 1) goal-oriented, 2) activity-oriented, and 3) learning-oriented. The
goal-oriented learner uses “education as a means of achieving some other goal” (p. 13).
A second motivational orientation is the activity oriented learner. This learner
participates “for the sake of the activity itself and the social interaction” (p. 19). A
learner in this stage loves learning and enjoys meeting others who have similar interests.
Some students complete online courses just because they want to try something new and
enjoy the experience so much that they move from being activity-oriented learners to
being goal-oriented learners. For example, they chose to earn a degree after completing
one or two classes as activity-oriented learners. The third motivational orientation is the
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learning-oriented participant. Learning-oriented participants' “seek knowledge for its
own sake” (p. 19).
Morstain and Smart (1974) offered other possible explanations for the motivation
of adult learners who seek higher education. The first factor is social relationships
whereby students participate in classes to make new friends or meet members of the
opposite sex. Because this research was conducted before online classes became
available, more research is needed to determine if this research is applicable to today’s
online learning models. The nature of online learning itself makes it difficult to quantify
this particular theory because colleges vary on their policies of how many face-to-face
meetings are included in order for an online class to be considered online. Although
faculty members can monitor chats among students, social relationships were not
mentioned as a legitimate reason students take courses online.
The second of Morstain and Smart’s (1974) factors, is external expectations
whereby those who are taking courses are told to do so by an employer or someone else
in authority. The third of six factors, is social welfare which deals with the altruistic
nature of students. Social welfare occurs because learners want to serve others in the
community. The fourth motivational factor is professional advancement because the
learner desires to achieve a higher level of success in his or her current position or desires
to obtain the education necessary to gain employment with a different organization.
Escape/stimulation is the fifth factor (Morstain & Smart, 1974) which basically
indicates that learners enroll in higher education because they are bored or want to get out
of their home routine. The sixth factor, cognitive interest, occurs when the students are
engaged for the sake of learning itself.
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Kasworm (2003) also discusses three life context motivators that encourage adults
to enroll in college. The first is personal transitions and change motivators. In this stage,
adults are motivated to enroll in college because of factors such as a divorce, empty nest
syndrome, a job loss, or a need to earn a degree to advance in an existing job. The next
life context motivator is proactive life planning. Students who seek out schools which
offer the degrees and delivery methods that meet their needs are proactive life planners.
The third motivator involves students who are motivated by a combination of both
personal transitions and proactive life planning. Some students who are going through
personal transitions may also possess the skills to seek out the appropriate degree
program and delivery method to meet their needs. An adult who practices proactive life
planning is “purposeful and proactive about creating change and seeking a new world of
opportunities. Through beliefs and self-efficacy of future planning for their life, new life
choices are sought that provide greater benefits and rewards” (Kasworm, 2003, p. 6).
Some of the adult students who fit this category tend to be students who had already
completed some college and were re-entering to finish the degree they had previously
started. While a number of factors may motivate an adult’s decision to seek education,
they must outweigh the barriers.
Barriers to Entrance
Barriers to entrance are another key factor affecting adult student’s enrollment in
higher education and may similarly become impediments for an online student’s success.
Cross (1981) proposed three categories of barriers which restrict adults’ entrance into
higher education; situational, dispositional and institutional. The first category,
situational barriers, involves items beyond the adult learner’s control. An example of a
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situational barrier is the cost of the program. If a student is not able to pay the tuition
required by the institution, then the student may not be able to receive an education. Next
are the dispositional barriers. Dispositional barriers typically reflect the adult learners’
personal attitudes about learning. An example of a dispositional barrier is someone who
believes he or she is too old to go back to college and earn a degree.
Bariso (2008) expanded Cross’ concept of the dispositional barrier. He
interviewed 46 men and 49 women to determine the barriers to learning these adults face.
The number of students included 16 men and 20 women ranging from 16 to 32 years of
age, 12 men and 18 women ranging from 33 to 49 years of age and 18 men and 11
women 50 and older. He identified four dispositional barriers. The first barrier identified
was a lack of awareness provision. In other words, the student does not know what is
available to learn. An online student may experience this dispositional barrier if she/he
cannot adequately navigate through a course to find the material to get started. For
example, if the student has to spend 20 minutes to search for the syllabus for an online
course, the student will become frustrated and the course itself will become a
dispositional barrier due to the inability to locate information. The second dispositional
barrier identified by Bariso is a lack of interest. Because the survey group did not like
going to school, they have made the decision that college is not for them at the present
time. The third dispositional barrier discussed is the student felt he or she was too old to
go back to school. The fourth dispositional barrier found is the student who just does not
like to learn.
In addition to situational and dispositional barriers Cross (1981) identified a third
category – institutional barriers. These are barriers and/or practices imposed by the
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institution that keep working adults from seeking their degree. Examples of these barriers
would include scheduling issues, lack of appropriate advising, and lack of necessary
course offerings. In addition to motivation and barriers a third area of literature,
developmental factors, further enhances our understanding of adult learners.
Developmental Factors
The theories of Baumgartner (2001) and Price and Patton (2003) provide great
insight into some of the development factors that affect an adult’s ability to learn.
Baumgartner (2001) discusses four developmental approaches to explain the learning
patterns of adults. The first approach, the behavior/mechanist approach, contends that
“past behavior predicts future behavior and that people’s machine-like minds do not
construct knowledge, but instead absorb existing knowledge” (p. 29). In this approach,
teachers provide drill and practice while using praise to positively reinforce learners. The
key to the behavior/mechanist approach is the idea of providing immediate feedback once
a positive response is given by the students. This approach can be used in online learning
to provide several different avenues for learning the material.
In Baumgartner’s (2001) psychological/cognitive approach, teachers believe that
“knowledge is constructed and the adults are active participants in their development” (p.
30). Through critical reflection, teachers capitalize on teachable moments, helping
students apply new knowledge to a situation occurring in their life. For example, in an
online classroom a student in a business law class can learn about a particular topic such
as dealing with someone who has breached a contract. The student can post a question to
the rest of the class on the discussion board and generate many comments that can help

20

the student arrive at a suitable solution for the situation. Such activities provide rich
learning experiences for the students.
The third approach is the integrated approach. The integrated approach places its
emphasis on the intersections of the “mind, body, and sociocultural influences that affect
adult development” (Baumgartner, 2001, p. 33). This theory promotes a student’s growth
“intellectually, physically, emotionally, spiritually, and aesthetically” (p. 33). The teacher
who uses this approach will use a variety of methods for connecting the student to the
content. Some examples could be through papers, artwork, presentations, and
visualization. Teachers in online courses can use chats, presentations and discussions to
stimulate the various learning styles of many of the students. For instance, a faculty
member in a business course could require a group project where the students must
conduct an online presentation after completing the project. Through the integrated
approach, faculty who teach online can use a variety of methods such as group projects
and lab projects that can be completed with products kept in the home, and student
portfolios.
Baumgartner’s (2001) fourth developmental approach is the
sociocontextual/cultural approach. This approach addresses the students’ learning based
on their sociological and cultural situations. Online faculty members must find creative
methods of assisting students in relating material to his or her own
socioeconomic/cultural situation. This can be accomplished by allowing students to
apply the material learned to their own situations and sharing their applications on
discussion boards.
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Price and Patton (2003) also presented different approaches to adult development.
Their approaches include biological, sociological, and psychological. The biological
model is driven by the physical process of aging and certain life events and tasks must be
completed within that particular stage. In each stage, events occur that trigger a person’s
movement from one stage to another.
The sociological model explains the importance of culture and environment as a
way of making one’s identity. This model deals with issues relating to gender, race, and
sexual identity. Price and Patton (2003) show that culture and sensitivity to one’s
environment allows a teacher to more effectively educate a student based on their cultural
and personal identity issues. In an online environment it is sometimes difficult to identify
key information about students. Some online faculty members have asked the students to
complete confidential surveys during the first week of class so the faculty member can
more adequately meet the needs of each student.
Price and Patton’s (2003) psychologically-oriented model is based on one’s
personal development and growth. The authors used Erikson’s (1959) model of
developmental stages to explain how individuals’ transition through life based on events
such as marriage, divorce, and retirement lead a person to move through the different
phases of this model. These events may be reasons that cause adult learners to decide to
continue or discontinue their educational process. Finally, the fourth area of literature that
helps us understand the adult learner is the concept of self-directed learning.
Self-Directed Learning
Self-directed learning is a key component to online learning. Knowles (1975)
defined self-directed learning as “a process by which individuals take the initiative, with
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or without the assistance of others, in diagnosing their learning needs, formulating
learning goals, identifying human and material resources for learning, choosing and
implement appropriate learning strategies, and evaluating learning outcomes” (p. 18).
Knowles et al. (1998) proposed that learners tend to become more self-directed as they
mature. The self-directed learning process is composed of three models. Those three
models are linear, interactive, and instructional.
The linear model to self-directed learning breaks self-directed learning into 12
steps that the adult learner uses to determine what, when, where, and how to learn
(Tough, 1971). The steps are:


Deciding what detailed step knowledge and skills to learn



Deciding the specific activities, methods, resources, or equipment for
learning



Deciding where to learn



Setting specific deadlines or intermediate targets



Deciding when to begin a learning episode



Deciding the pace at which to proceed during a learning episode



Estimating the current knowledge level of his knowledge and skill



Detecting any factor that has been hindering learning or discovering
inefficient aspects of the current procedures



Obtaining the desired resources or equipment or reaching the desired place or
resource, preparing or adapting a room for learning



Saving or obtaining the money necessary for the use of human and nonhuman
resources
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Finding the time for learning



Taking the steps to increase the motivation for certain learning episodes. (pp.
94-95)

The second model of self-directed learning is an interactive model. Spear’s (1984)
model is a prime example of an interactive model because the learner is involved in the
actions and decisions related to the learning experience. The model divided self-directed
learning into three elements. Those three elements are: knowledge, action, and
environment. The knowledge element is composed of residual knowledge brought by the
learner and the knowledge required by the learning. The action element has two
components: directed action and fortuitous action. Directed action is action taken by the
learner without knowing the outcome. Fortuitous action is action taken by the learner
that is unrelated to the learning. The environmental element, is made up of the consistent
environment, which involves human and material elements that are accessible to the
learner, and the fortuitous environment which is unforeseen elements that affect the
learner.
Grow (1991) proposed a model that allows for the integration of self-directed
learning into course materials and activities. A four stage approach was used to determine
how to appropriately implement self-directed learning techniques into the curriculum. In
stage 1 of the model the learner is highly dependent on the instructor for guidance. Stage
1 learners look at the teacher as the sole provider of knowledge and the learner relies on
the teacher for support and praise while information is being disseminated. Students
who enter stage 2 of the model find themselves becoming interested in learning
additional materials beyond what the instructor covers. They seek additional information
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as a way of making classroom discussions more meaningful and thus allowing them to
begin to learn to develop learning strategies that help them understand the material.
In stage 3, Grow (1991) allows the teacher to become more of an equal participant
in the discussions while all members of the class bring their experiences into the
classroom. The students are participating more as if they are in a seminar rather than a
class. Although Grow proposed this model prior to the onset of online teaching and
learning, it can be applied in an online environment. Online courses can reflect parts of
stage three through rich discussion boards, wiki activities, and blogs which allow students
to begin to take responsibility for their own learning while the teacher facilitates and
offers comments as needed based on the material being discussed.
During stage 4, Grow (1991) found that students reach a point where they are
ready for total self-direction while the teacher becomes more of an advisor or a consultant
while allowing the student to pursue work independently and seek assistance as needed.
The teacher still monitors the student’s progress and gives encouragement as needed, but
the student is learning in a self-directed manner. Two examples of stage 4 learning are
the process of writing a dissertation or participating in an internship. Many online
graduate courses are geared toward this stage because students provide the information
for discussions which allows the instructor to participate based on the questions being
presented by the student rather than instructor-led questions. This moves students into
being more self-directed in their learning experiences.
One must also determine his or her readiness for self-directed learning. Some
students may not be ready for learning in this format and those issues should be assessed
before allowing a student to enter a class in a self-directed format such as online courses.
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Guglielmino (1977) assessed the psychological qualities needed to be a self-directed
learner. Those qualities include initiative, independence, and persistence in learning,
acceptance of responsibility for one’s own learning, self-discipline, a high degree of
curiosity, a tendency to be goal-oriented, a strong ability to learn independently,
enjoyment of learning, and a tendency to view problems as challenges. This finding adds
an important dimension to the earlier discussion of barriers to online learning. In
contrasting Berge and Muilenberg’s (2005) study to Guglielmino’s readiness to selfdirected learning, Berge did not address the student’s readiness for self-directed learning
in his study.
Moshinskie (2001) found that learners in some online educational institutions fell
into two different categories. Students that led active lifestyles tended to be more
motivated in the online learning environment because they tend to be more self-motivated
and able to create their own path to success by developing strategies to help them achieve
their goals. He also found that people who were more passive tended to be more
comfortable having guided face-to-face instruction and tend to be more reluctant to the
idea of learning new ideas. Moshinskie’s findings agree with Guglielmino’s theory. They
both recognize the importance of initiative, independence, and persistence in education.
Each of these factors is necessary for a student to be successful when completing an
online course at any college.
Four major variables identified by Candy (1991) can also be utilized to describe
online students. These students possess: “technical skills related to the learning process,
familiarity with the subject matter, their sense of personal competence as learners, and
their commitment to learning at this point in time” (p. 309). Each of these variables is
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similar to variables listed in the Berge and Muilenburg (2005) study which includes
technical competence, subject matter, and motivation.
Adult students are likely to be discouraged from enrolling in an online course if
they are afraid of entering a course offered in the traditional setting. If a student does not
feel that a sense of personal competence, the institution can encourage them to take some
traditional courses, with online components, before enrolling in an online course. This
will give them the experience with a teacher’s assistance to see if they have the
competence to try a totally online course.
In discussing Candy’s technical skills variable, it is important to note that a
student taking an online class must possess certain prerequisites for a class itself (such as
completing Intermediate Algebra before enrolling in College Algebra). The student must
also possess a level of technical competency that allows her or him to be able use
computer technology and also navigate through an online course.
Candy (1991) also addresses the student’s commitment to learning. In comparing
traditional self-directed learning to online learning, Candy found it important to
remember that the self-directed learner must possess a level of discipline in order to be
successful. In online learning, the student must also possess a level of commitment,
discipline, and determination to complete a course in the online environment (Allen &
Seaman, 2007). For instance, a student must be able to manage his or her time to be able
to adhere to deadlines provided by the instructor in order to achieve a level of success.
This review of literature covered several topics. Knowles et al. (1998) stressed
the importance of motivating the adult learner. They state that “without learners valuing
the new content that is being taught, there is little hope for retention or transfer to the
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workplace” (p. 189). Cross’s (1981) barriers to entrance were compared to Bariso’s
(2008) barriers and several similarities were found in the discussion of situational,
dispositional, and institutional barriers. The studies by Baumgartner (2001) and Price and
Patton (2003) explained the different psychological, sociological, biological, and
cognitive factors that affect learners. Finally, in viewing self-directed learning one can
see that this learning model can be a large determinant in a student’s success in an online
class. Studies by Knowles et al. (1998) and Guglielmino (1977) on andragogy help
facilitate the understanding of how the adult learns and also allows one to begin to
develop strategies which assist preparing online courses for each learning style.
By thoroughly understanding motivation, barriers to entry, developmental factors,
and self-directed learning, two-year colleges can create and examine additional strategies
which will pave the way for adult students to become successful in the online classroom.
An understanding of the relationship between the theories of adult learning and
distance learning is necessary due to the non-traditional nature of the two-year college
student population. By examining this relationship, one can more effectively pinpoint
those barriers that students face when they are considering enrolling in an online course.
The Relationship of Adult Learning Theory and Online Learning
Adult learning theory can be related to many of the issues encountered when
planning and implementing a schedule of online courses for students. Cercone (2008)
found that most distance learning students are between the ages of 25 and 50. Therefore,
faculty and administrators must be cognizant of adult learning theories in order to
understand how adult students can be expected to function as online learners. Instructors
should consider the differences between adult learners and traditional students when
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developing online material in order to encourage them to remain motivated and achieve
success. Cercone encouraged online instructors to serve as agents of change and
acknowledge that students are transforming as they move through the process of learning.
Cercone described the challenges that may affect an adult learner’s decision to enroll in
online courses. Many adults have careers and fewer social structures on which they can
rely due to their family circumstances thereby making the adult learner insecure in
making many life decisions.
Cercone (2008) stressed the importance of making online learning as self-directed
as possible because adults are typically self-directed learners. The researcher went on to
explain that knowledge of adult learning will provide an excellent framework for faculty
when developing online courses to be more self-directed through constructivist
philosophy. From her research, Cercone developed a framework of 13 characteristics of
adult learners for faculty to consider when developing online courses. Cercone’s
characteristics include:
•

Adults need to be actively involved in the learning process

•

Adults need scaffolding from the instructor in order to give the learners the
opportunity to perform skills and tasks that they were unable to complete
previously

•

Due to an adult’s previous learning, support is necessary to work in a new format.

•

Adults need the teacher to facilitate

•

Adults need to be able to connect new concepts to previous learning

•

Because adult students are problem-centered, students need a connection between
the learning and how it will apply to their lives
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•

Courses should be learner-centered rather than teacher-centered

•

Opportunities are needed to test learning experiences

•

Adult learning needs to be collaborative, respectful, mutual, and informal

•

Self-reflection needs to take place and given support for transformational learning
to occur

•

Adults need to collaborate with other students

•

Adults may have limitations that should be considered in online course design

•

Learning styles need to be considered when developing online classes
Cercone (2008) recommended assignments and activities that allow online

learners to progress and experience the self-direction they desire. Some examples of these
would be involving learners in diagnosing their own needs in relation to how the course
can be applied to personal and career situations, allowing students to express their own
opinions, and considering the maturity level of students when planning assignments.
Folinsbee (2008) proposed assignments that move from less rigorous to more
difficult and from concrete to abstract. She recommends faculty provide clear weekly
objectives, explanations of how assignments will be evaluated, and feedback on goals.
All of these strategies assist the adult learner in progressing through the material and the
course.
In applying theories of adult learning to online learning research, a clear
connection can be ascertained with a study conducted by Swan (2003). She suggested
methodology which helps faculty members develop more effective learning environments
online. Interactions are important for making online learning effective for the student.
Swan found that previous research in online learning seemed to be focusing on no

30

significant difference between the online classrooms and the traditional in relation to
learning, however, Swan found the research that addressed particular cognitive skills was
more effective in determining difficulties and barriers in online learning.
Janicki and Leigle’s study (as cited in Swan, 2003) included 10 concepts that can
provide a guideline for developing effective online instruction. The 10 concepts were:
•

Instructors acting as facilitators

•

Use of a variety of presentation styles

•

Multiple exercises

•

Hands-on problems

•

Learner control of pacing

•

Frequent control of testing

•

Clear feedback

•

Consistent layout

•

Clear navigation

•

Available help screen

Each of these concepts can be related to adult learning and self-directed learning
because the learner is still allowed to feel in control of his or her own learning and will
have the ability to develop their own learning experiences throughout the course. Swan
(2003) further affirms the use of adult learning theory through the use of andragogy in the
developing of online courses to provide a more self-directed environment for the adult
learner.
According to Swan (2003) research suggests that online developers and
instructors provide clear goals for learners, different methods of representing course
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content, opportunities for active learning, frequent feedback, flexibility, and guidance and
support from the facilitator. Each of these suggestions is supported by research in the
field of adult learning (Cercone, 2008; Cross, 1981; and Gustafson, 2010). Self-directed
learning and the theories of adult learning could be used to identify and confirm that each
concept moves a student to a point where he or she has control over what he or she learns
in an online course. Swan’s (2003) research also found that teacher/student interaction
was a key component to student learning in the online environment. Immediacy in
feedback was found to result in higher cognitive and affective learning.
In discussing adult learning in relation to online learning, one must also consider
the maturity level of the learner. Anderson (2008) suggested that not all online learners
are necessarily mature learners. However, Anderson also makes a point that online
learning is typically geared more toward the mature learner. Through evaluation of
online learning and adult learning styles, Anderson explains how the constructivist
approach is directly connected to the adult learner’s experience in online learning. The
point is made that active learning is key to the success of an online course. When a
student can use prior experience to enhance a group activity a key connection is made
and learning is more meaningful.
Other studies also discuss the correlation between self-directed learning, the adult
learner and online course delivery. Werth (2010) studied undergraduate mothers taking
online courses and found that the women who did not complete these courses lacked
some of the characteristics of being a self-directed learner. Gustafson (2010) found that
if faculty members applied the adult learning principles from Knowles et al. (1998) and
Cross (1981) when preparing online courses, students would not experience the
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disconnect between the course delivery type and actual learning. McGlone (2010) found
that the self-directed learner’s satisfaction with on-line learning was initially connected to
the adult’s confidence in using technology.
In order to determine a connection between self-directed learning and online
learning, Shinkareva and Benson (2007) assessed changes in the relationship between
self-directed learning competency and instructional technology competency at the end of
an online course by using a pre/posttest design. A sample of 198 students was studied.
To collect data the researchers used three instruments: The Oddi Continuing Learning
Inventory which measures the student’s ability in self-directed learning, Modification of
the Motivation Strategies for Learning questionnaire which measured the student’s
motivation and learning strategies, and the IT Competency Test. The study found that the
student’s level of self-directed learning was a significant factor in determining the
student’s ability to learn the information technology needed to complete an online course.
In a literature review correlating adult learning to online learning, Hart (2012)
found factors most prevalent in students remaining in online courses were satisfaction
with online learning, a sense of belonging, motivation, family support, time management
skills and instructor communication. Hart also found that learning style was a major
issue in student online course attrition if the adult learner was an auditory learner. The
study also found that isolation, lack of computer skills, and inability to access resources
were also prevalent themes in the literature in determining if a student persisted in an
online course.
Results of the research reported here are mixed, both from a faculty viewpoint and
student viewpoints. Faculty who enjoy teaching online report online learning facilitates
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more communication. Those who are uncomfortable teaching online find teaching online
to be tedious, frustrating, and a challenge to motivate students to engage in appropriate
levels of participation and discussion. Research showed students are concerned about the
expectations for the online courses including time commitment, time management, and
getting enough appropriate feedback from the instructor.
Hartnett, St. George, and Dron (2011) used case study methodology to explore
motivation in online learning. The researchers collected data via online questionnaires,
interviews, online course data, achievement data, and course resources to determine the
connection between motivation and online learning. The study found that motivation was
multidimensional in that students experienced both intrinsic motivators such as
enjoyment of learning and extrinsic motivators such as earning a good grade, earning a
degree, or obtaining a promotion.
Ruey (2010) found that adult online students felt they were more successful when
they were involved in interactive and collaborative learning through projects and
discussions. The study also found that students were more enthusiastic about enrolling in
other online courses if they had appropriate segues into future learning.
In summary, the literature discussed some of the significant predictors in student
attrition/completion in online learning. Life factors such as time available to study and
technological skills, and individual factors such as academic ability and time
management were significant predictors of a student’s success in online learning. Other
studies also showed that students were more satisfied with the online learning experience
when the quality of instruction was excellent, assignments were clearly defined, and the
faculty member provided timely feedback.
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The review also found that students were likely to withdraw from an online
course when family, financial, personal issues, and learner skills interfere with the
student’s ability to succeed in a course. It was also found that students tend to withdraw
from an online course when they arrive at a realization that they cannot apply the
knowledge learned to their real-life employment situations. Recommendations were
made to make online courses learner centered in order for the student to feel engaged in
the learning process.
Four major areas of online barriers were discussed: pedagogical, managerial,
social, and technical. These barriers included several subcategories that assist in
determining the significance of the barrier in each main subgroup.
Adult learning theory and online learning were then connected to present the
importance of these theories due to the large number of students over the age of 25 that
enroll in online courses. The review shows why adult learning theory is an integral piece
of the puzzle when determining strategies for retaining students in online classes.
Chapter Summary
Chapter 2 offered a literature review of adult learning and technology. Chapter 3
will explain the methods used to answer the following research questions:
1. What are the perceptions of students regarding the pedagogical, managerial,
social, and technical barriers to online learning?
2. Do all student respondents and respondent subgroups perceive the four kinds of
barriers to online learning (pedagogical, managerial, social, and technical) to be
equally difficult?
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3. To what extent do the demographic characteristics of students, student status
variables, and student perceptions of four types of barriers predict attrition rate?
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Chapter 3
Methodology
This chapter outlines the methodology used for the study. Section 1 presents the
design of the study and the method of analyzing the data obtained from surveying 4 twoyear colleges in Arkansas. Section 2 describes the sample for the research study. Section
3 explains the survey instrument used to collect the data. Section 4 will describe the
analytic procedures to evaluate the data. Chapter 3 will conclude with an explanation of
how the anonymity of the survey participants was protected throughout the study.
Design of Study
This study explored factors that predict attrition in online classes. Participants
were surveyed to find out their perceptions of online learning using Berge’s (2005)
Survey of Barriers to Online Learning along with additional demographic and
institutional information. Creswell (2003) explains that quantitative research includes
studies that use both experimental and non-experimental methods. Experimental studies
are those studies that are quantified by conducting an experimental study on persons or
things. Non-experimental studies use survey instruments or other predetermined data as
a method of analyzing data in statistical procedural formats. The present study was
classified as a non-experimental because surveys were administered in order to obtain
data to analyze and determine trends in prediction among the variables after completing
statistical tests.
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Sample
The sample for this study was derived from students enrolled in online courses at
four different two-year colleges in the Central Arkansas area. Characteristics of the
colleges are described in the table below.
Table 2
Demographic Information of the Two-year Colleges in the Study
Total
Enrollment

Online
Enrollment

Online
Retention
Rate
(Grades of
A-F)

Mean Age
of
Students
in online
courses

86. 01%

Online
Success
Rate
(Grades
of C or
Above)
75%

College 1

3763

586

College 2

2577

593

78. 75%

67. 92%

26

College 3

4168

970

74. 32%

69. 24%

26

College 4

2943

872

75.12%

66.31%

26
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Demographics
Students enrolled in online courses at each college in the spring 2013 semester
were asked to participate in the Survey of Barriers to Online Learning. The four colleges
participating in the survey have been identified with pseudonyms in order to protect each
college’s anonymity. The pseudonyms chosen were: College 1, College 2, College 3, and
College 4. Each of the four colleges offer similar courses leading to an Associate of Arts
degree. College 1 and College 3 offer online degree programs in technical areas
including business management, criminal justice, and early childhood education.

38

The two-year colleges, asked to participate in this study, provided demographic
information to better explain the online student population at each college. See Table for
this information. This information was for the spring 2013 semester based on
unduplicated headcount. The percentage of students in College 1 enrolled in online
classes was 15.5%. The percentage of College 2’s students enrolled in online classes was
23.0%. In College 3, 23.27% of the students were enrolled in online classes. In College
4, 29.62% of students were enrolled in online classes. These numbers are based on
students who enrolled in at least one online class.
Data Collection
The Survey of Barriers to Online Learning (Berge & Muilenburg, 2005) was
administered to students enrolled in four different two-year colleges in a state located in
the Southern United States. Permission from the appropriate administrators was
obtained to survey the students in the selected colleges.
The survey was administered to multiple classes. The survey was mounted on the
survey instrument commonly referred to as Survey Monkey. A link to the survey was
placed on the home page of the online course management system for each institution.
Chief academic officers at four institutions emailed faculty members and requested that
they ask students in each of their classes to complete the survey. Faculty members sent
emails to the students containing a link to the survey. Students had three weeks from the
day they received the email to complete the survey. The researcher checked response
rates after two weeks and asked Chief Information Officers to send follow up emails to
faculty asking them to remind students to complete survey. The researcher checked the
response rate again at the end of the third week. Once the responses were complete, the
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researcher moved the raw data into SPSS for further analysis. To maintain a survey
participant’s anonymity, Survey Monkey automatically assigns a unique number to each
submitted survey as it is submitted.
Instrumentation
The Survey of Barriers to Online Learning (Berge & Muilenburg, 2005) is a 72item instrument. Eleven questions are demographic while 61 represent survey items.
The eleven demographic variables are:


Gender



Age



Ethnicity



Degree sought



Previous semester grade point average



Student’s financial aid status



Developmental courses taken



Personal effectiveness in online learning



Number of online courses enrolled



Number of online courses dropped



Future plans for enrolling in online courses

The survey questions were arranged in discrete categories:


Pedagogical (Intellectual or Task Aspects of the Course)



Managerial (Organizational, Procedural, or Administrative)



Social



Technical
40

Each question on the Survey of Barriers to Online Learning uses an agreement rating
scale ranging from “Strongly Agree” to “Strongly Disagree” coded as follows:


Strongly disagree = 1



Somewhat disagree = 2



Neutral = 3



Somewhat Agree = 4



Strongly Agree = 5

Survey Monkey defaults to a coding scheme, so that the first possible response is coded
1, the next is 2 and so on.
Table 3 displays each of the individual barriers in one of four categories:
pedagogical, managerial, social and technical. The information in this table is derived
from the Survey of Barriers to Online Learning.
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Table 3
Predictor Variables by Categories
Pedagogical
(Intellectual or Task
Aspects of Course)
Lack of Access to the
Instructor

Managerial (Organizational,
Procedural or Administrative
Issue)
Online Advisor Availability

Responsibility Taken
for Learning

Legitimacy of Online Degrees

Sufficient Learning
Time

Entrance Requirements for
Online Courses

Motivation Level
Pace of ELearning
Course Structure
Procrastination

Online Course Fees
Level of Training in CMS
Study Interruptions
Availability of Online Support
Services (Tutors, Etc.)

Choice of
Assignments

Timely Delivery of Course
Material

eLearning/Learning
Style Match

Contact of Academic and
Administrative Staff for Online
Courses
Class Size

Instructor Feedback
Impersonal Aspect

Social

Technical

Confidence Level
for Online
Learning
External Support
(Family, Friends,
etc.)
Face-to-face vs.
Online

Accessibility of Technology

Life Disruptions
Ridicule Online
Isolation Factor
Lack of
Interaction
Among Students
Lack of
Interaction with
Instructor
Lack of
Competition with
other Students
Social Context
Cues
Communication
Skills

Internet Connection
Cost of Technology
CMS Navigation Skill Level
Fear of Computers

Privacy

Familiarity with Technology

Platform Consistency

Skills in Using Course
Software
Technical Assistance
Fear of Learning New Online
Tools
(Table Continued)
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(Table 3 Continued)
Pedagogical
(Intellectual or Task
Aspects of Course)
Quality of Instruction

Managerial (Organizational,
Procedural or Administrative
Issue)

Social

Technical

Language Skills

Hardware Compatibility

Study Materials

Cultural Needs Met
Information Overload
Instructor
Competence
Motivating Nature of
Online Learning
Document Reliability
Instructor
Expectations
Writing Skills
Typing Skills
Reading Skills
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Listed below the research questions are a listing of the survey questions that relate to
each research question. Those questions are:
1. What are the perceptions of students regarding the pedagogical, managerial,
social, and technical barriers to online learning? Survey questions 1 through 4
correspond with this research question.
2. Are there differences in the extent to which all student respondents and subgroups of respondents perceive the four kinds of barriers to online learning
(pedagogical, managerial, social, and technical) to be equally difficult? Survey
questions 5 through 10 correspond with this research question.
3. To what extent do the demographic characteristics of students, student status
variables, and student perceptions of four types of barriers predict attrition rate?
Survey questions 13 through 73 correspond with this research question.
Survey Questions 11 and 12 were used to calculate the attrition rate.
The researcher has added some survey items to determine if other variables may
show importance in answering the research questions such as what degree is the student
planning on earning? Is the student receiving financial aid? Has the student been enrolled
in developmental courses? The researcher hypothesized that the type of degree earned,
receiving financial aid, and the enrollment in developmental courses would explain part
of the reason why students drop out of online courses. For instance, students who enroll
in developmental courses may not be candidates to take online courses and the researcher
wished to determine if students enrolled in online courses were more likely to withdraw
from online courses.
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Data Analysis
In order to find the importance of particular variables, descriptive statistics were
computed via SPSS on the survey data set. Several statistics were utilized. Means and
standard deviations were used in the initial analysis. Frequencies and percentages were
computed for each individual item. Means and standard deviations were calculated for
the groups of items concerned with pedagogical, managerial, social and technical aspects
of online learning. To ensure that student responses to these groups of items, derived
from the survey questions, were internally consistent factor analysis and reliability
analysis were conducted. Hierarchical linear regression was employed to explain the
attrition rate which calculated as the proportion of number of online courses dropped over
the total number of online courses attempted.
Regression proceeded in three blocks. Block 1 included the variables gender,
age, and ethnicity. Block 2 included questions related to self-concept as a learner
including previous semester GPA, the receipt of financial aid, enrolled in developmental
courses, effectiveness of learning online, and future plans for online course enrollment.
Block 3 included the means for factors that emerge from the Survey to Barriers of Online
Learning related to pedagogical, managerial, social and technical barriers.
To test for statistically significant differences between these means, a series of
repeated measures analysis of variance (R-ANOVA) was performed to determine
differences in the overall difficulty of the barriers were observed for all respondents and
by demographic and student status subgroups.
From these questions, the attrition was calculated as the ratio of online classes
dropped to total number of online classes attempted. This evaluation determined the
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relative importance of the variables in determining attrition rate. In order to measure the
strength of the model, R2 values were calculated and used to determine the percentage of
variance in each block. The p-value for this study has been set at .05. The p-value of .05
will indicate that there are significant differences between the groups of variables
measured in this study. The assumptions underlying multiple regression were assessed to
determine the viability of the procedure.
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Chapter 4
Results
The purpose of this study was to investigate factors contributing to attrition in
online courses among students in two-year community colleges in Arkansas. Students
were asked to respond to a survey designed to measure their perceptions of four types of
barriers to online learning. Along with a range of demographic and student background
variables, these perceptions of the four types of barriers were correlated with the attrition
rate to determine which, if any of these, helped to explain why students dropped out of
online courses and to assess their relative importance in bringing about that outcome.
Specific questions addressed by this study are as follows:
1. What are the perceptions of students regarding the pedagogical, managerial,
social, and technical barriers to online learning?
2. Do all student respondents and respondent subgroups perceive the four kinds of
barriers to online learning (pedagogical, managerial, social, and technical) to be
equally difficult?
3. To what extent do the demographic characteristics of students, student status
variables, and student perceptions of four types of barriers predict attrition rate?
Description of Sample
As indicated in Table 4, the sample included 283 respondents of whom 24.7%
was male and 73.5% was female. By age, the respondents were fairly equally distributed,
with 25.4% being 23 years old or younger, 26.1% being between the ages of 24 and 32
years, 21.2% being between the ages of 33 and 41 years, and 26.9% being older than 41
years. By ethnicity, over 85% of the respondents indicated that they were white, with
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about equal percentages indicating that they were African American (7.8%) or were
categorized as “other” ethnic groups (7.2%).
In terms of enrollment status, some 85.5% of the respondents indicated they were
seeking an Associate’s Degree. Over 70% of the respondents claimed to have maintained
a grade point average of 3.0 or above (70.7%), and a sizable proportion of that percentage
claimed to have maintained a grade point average of 3.5 or above (42.8%). While most
of the students sampled indicated that they were receiving some type of financial aid
(77.7%), only about one-third of the sample indicated they had been required to take
some sort of developmental course (33.9%).
With respect to online coursework, some 53.4% of those sampled indicated no
preference for either online or traditionally-administered classes. Of the remaining
respondents, about a third of the respondents stated that they preferred traditional courses
(35.7%), while 9.9% indicated that learning online was their preference.
Nearly 80% of the respondents indicated that they had already enrolled in more
than one online course (78.8%) and a roughly equal percentage planned to take more
online courses (82.7%). Of direct relevance to the dependent variable in this study, most
students in this sample indicated that they had never dropped an online course during
their matriculation cohort at the respondent’s college (71.7%).
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Table 4
Demographic Characteristics of Sampled Respondents

n

%

70
208
5

24.7
73.5
1.8

Age
23 Years or Younger
24 to 32
33 to 41
Older than 41
Not Answered

72
74
60
76
1

25.4
26.1
21.2
26.9
0.4

Race/Ethnicity
White
Black, non-Hispanic
Other Ethnicity

241
22
20

85.2
7.8
7.1

Degree Program
Associate of Arts
Associate of Science
Associate of Applied Science
Not Degree Seeking/Undecided
Not Answered

75
90
77
40
1.0

26.5
31.8
27.2
14.1
0.4

Grade Point Average
4.00 to 3.50
3.49 to 3.00
Below 3.00
Not Answered

121
79
75
8

42.8
27.9
26.5
2.8

Received Financial Aid
Yes
No

220
63

77.7
22.3

Characteristic
Gender
Male
Female
Not Answered

(Table Continues)
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Table 4 (Continued)
Characteristic

n

%

Taken Developmental Classes
Yes
No
Not Answered

96
184
3

33.9
65.0
1.1

Learning Environment Preferred
Traditional
Online or Traditional
Online
Not Answered

101
151
28
3

35.7
53.4
9.9
1.1

Plan to Take Future Classes Online
Yes
No
Not Answered

234
48
1

82.7
17.0
0.4

Number of Online Courses Enrolled
One Only
Two to Three
Four to Six
More than Six

60
75
81
67

21.2
26.5
28.6
23.7

Number of Online Courses Dropped
None
One or More

203
80

71.7
28.3

5

1.8

College Two
College Three
College Four

34
229
14

12.0
80.9
4.9

Not Answered

1

0.4

Response Received From College
College One
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Research Question 1
Research Question 1 centers on describing the perceptions held by students
regarding the four types of online course barriers (pedagogical, managerial, social, and
technical). Item frequencies and percentages of responses were calculated to determine
any and all significant barriers within each of the four barrier types. The manner in
which survey items were constructed required respondents to agree with a statement if
the barrier was considered by the participant to be a significant impediment to their
learning.
Inspection of the results shown in Table 5 for pedagogical barriers indicate that
students deem the least serious barriers are those concerning their own skills in writing,
(77.5%), typing (82.0%) and reading (85.4%). Of the participants, 90.8% responded
positively to the questions that an online student took more responsibility for his or her
own learning meaning the respondent realized he or she knew that more responsibility
was necessary for learning to take place. Interestingly, however, lack of motivation was
not considered to be a significant pedagogical barrier to online learning, with nearly
69.2% of student respondents disagreeing with an item worded to that effect and more
than half of all respondents disagreeing that the e-learning environment itself was nonmotivating (53.8%).
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Table 5
Item Frequencies and Percentage Responses Concerning Pedagogical Barriers Linked to
Online Coursework
Disagree

Item

Neutral/Agree

n

%

n

%

180

54.2

152

45.8

210

63.6

120

36.4

227

69.2

101

30.8

169

51.4

160

48.6

177

54.1

150

45.9

196

59.9

131

40.1

169

51.8

157

48.2

182

55.3

147

44.7

21. I do not like the overall change I face in
online learning.

204

62.6

122

37.4

22. Online learning seems very impersonal to
me.

139

42.6

187

57.4

23. I have trouble evaluating my own learning
progress.

167

51.2

159

48.8

24. I have found that the quality of instruction
and materials is lower in an online course.

186

56.9

141

43.1

25. I have found that it is hard to obtain study
materials online.

209

66.1

107

33.9

26. I feel my cultural needs, or those that other
students have, are not met when learning
online.

201

63.8

114

36.2

13. I am concerned about, or have found a lack
of access to the instructor.
14. I am concerned about, or have found that
there is not sufficient time to learn during
elearning courses.
15. I lack the motivation to learn online.
16. I am concerned about the pace of elearning
(too fast or too slow).
17. I am concerned about the structure in
elearning (online) courses.
18. I procrastinate, or feel I cannot seem to “get
started to learn” online.
19. I choose to learn the easier aspects of the
assignments rather than the more demanding
ones.
20. I have found a lack of timely feedback or
response from the instructor.

(Table continues)
52

(Table 5 continued)
Disagree

Item

Neutral/Agree

n

%

n

%

182

57.8

133

42.2

202

63.9

114

36.1

170

53.8

146

46.2

220

69.8

95

30.2

187

59.6

127

40.4

244

77.5

71

22.5

259

82.0

57

18.0

268

85.4

46

14.6

35. I have to take on more of the responsibility
for my own learning in an online course.

29

9.2

285

90.8

36. Elearning (online learning) does not match
my learning style.

154

49.0

160

51.0

27. I have found that information overload
exists online because there are too many
resources and materials.
28. I am concerned that instructors don’t know
what they are doing when they teach online.
29. I have found that the elearning environment
is not motivating.
30. I lack the skills needed to judge the
reliability and quality of documents and
resources found on the Web.
31. I have found a lack of clear expectations or
instructions from the instructor.
32. I lack the writing skills needed in online
courses.
33. I lack the typing skills needed in online
courses.
34. I lack the reading skills needed in online
courses.

In regards to student perceptions of the managerial barriers to online learning
presented in Table 6, the majority of respondents (63.0%) seem to feel that entrance
requirements for online classes were not difficult. On the other hand, about an equal
number of students (62.0%) felt that fees charged for online courses were somewhat
unreasonable. Slightly more than half of the participants expressed concern about the
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legitimacy of online degrees and whether those degrees will be accepted by graduate
schools and employers (54% agreement, 46% disagreement).

Table 6
Item Frequencies and Percentage Responses Concerning Managerial Barriers Linked to
Online Coursework
Disagree

Item

Neutral/Agree

n

%

n

%

158

52.7

142

47.3

138

46.0

162

54.0

189

63.0

111

37.0

114

38.0

186

62.0

163

54.7

135

45.3

42. There are significant interruptions
wherever I study.

162

54.0

138

46.0

43. I have found a lack of support and services
for online students (such as tutors).

153

51.2

146

48.8

44. I have found that course materials are not
always delivered on time.

182

60.9

117

39.1

45. I have difficulty contacting academic and
administrative staff for online courses.

174

59.0

121

41.0

46. I am concerned that the class size is not
right for learning in online courses.

170

57.2

127

42.8

37. I have found a lack of sufficient advisors
for online learning.
38. I am concerned about the legitimacy of
distance education degrees, certificates,
diplomas, etc. and their acceptance by
employers or graduate schools.
39. The entrance requirements for online
courses are unnecessarily difficult.
40. The fees charged for online courses are
unreasonable.
41. There is insufficient training given in the
use of the delivery system.
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Social barriers concern those issues that affect one’s ability to communicate or
collaborate with other students (and the instructor) in the online environment and are
items addressing social barriers to online learning are provided in Table 7. At levels
approaching or exceeding 80%, students disagreed that seven of the 14 items posed a
significant barrier to their learning online, among these were being too shy to be
successful (77.0%), being publically ridiculed (80.8%), inadequate communication skills
(79.8%) and inadequate language skills (83.2%). On the other hand, a social barrier found
to be statistically significant; 68.5% of respondents preference for face-to-face
instruction. The item frequencies of the remaining seven items in Table 6 were not
deemed important based on the fact that the percentage of respondents who disagree
versus agree were both near 50.0%.
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Table 7
Item Frequencies and Percentage Responses Concerning Social Barriers Linked to
Online Coursework
Disagree

Item

Neutral/Agree

n

%

n

%

224

77.0

67

23.0

48. I have found a lack of support from family,
friends, employers, or significant others.

213

72.9

79

27.1

49. I prefer to learn through face-to-face
interaction with other students and the
instructor.

92

31.5

200

68.5

209

71.6

83

28.4

236

80.8

56

19.2

219

75.3

72

24.7

146

50.2

145

49.8

154

53.3

135

46.7

161

55.9

127

44.1

157

54.0

134

46.0

155

53.3

136

46.7

233

79.8

59

20.2

184

63.2

107

36.8

242

83.2

49

16.8

47. I am shy or lack confidence for online
courses.

50. I am afraid my family life will be disrupted.
51. I am afraid of being publicly ridiculed by
other students or the instructor in the online
course.
52. I feel, or am afraid of feeling, isolated from
other students in online courses.
53. I have found a lack of interaction or
communication among students in online
classes.
54. I have found a lack of interaction with the
instructor in online courses.
55. I have found a lack of competition with
other students in elearning environments.
56. I am concerned about the lack of social
context cues in an online course (such as, body
language).
57. I have found a lack of collaboration with
other students online.
58. I lack the necessary communication skills
for elearning.
59. Elearning would or does cut in to my
personal time.
60. I lack the language skills needed in online
courses.
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Finally, the results concerning technical barriers shown in Table 8 indicate that
these were collectively the least bothersome for students. The majority of the respondents
(86.7%) indicated a lack of fear in using computers and technology. In nearly equal
numbers, the respondents held that they had the necessary skills to use the software in
online courses (84.0%) and to successfully navigate the course management system in an
online class (81.3%).
In these respects, respondents expressed both emotional and intellectual
confidence in their ability to handle the technological demands confronting them in an
online class. However, one area in which students seemed considerably less sure
concerned cost. While a majority of respondents disagreed that they would not be able to
afford the hardware, the software, or the corresponding repairs necessary to use and
maintain the technology needed to access online course material (58.2%), nearly 42% of
the respondents were either neutral about affordability issues or found all these technical
equipment demands to be unreasonably expensive.
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Table 8
Item Frequencies and Percentage Responses Concerning Technical Barriers Linked to
Online Coursework
Disagree

Item

Neutral/Agree

n

%

n

%

215

75.4

70

24.6

212

74.4

73

25.6

218

76.8

66

23.2

64. I lack a reliable Internet connection, high
speed connectivity, or an Internet Service
Provider.

212

74.1

74

25.9

65. The hardware, software, repairs, or a
service provider cost too much.

166

58.2

119

41.8

66. I lack the skills necessary to navigate
successfully through the delivery system in an
online course.

231

81.3

53

18.7

67. I am afraid of computers and related
technology.

248

86.7

38

13.3

68. I have found a lack of consistency in
platforms, hardware, browsers, and software
for online courses.

203

71.5

81

28.5

236

84.0

45

16.0

236

82.8

49

17.2

233

82.3

50

17.7

196

69.3

87

30.7

185

64.5

102

35.5

61. The needed technology (hardware or
software) is not accessible to me.
62. I am afraid of losing privacy,
confidentiality, or intellectual property in the
online environment.
63. I am unfamiliar with the technical tools
needed in elearning.

69. I lack the necessary skills in using the
software for online courses.
70. I am uncomfortable with, or fear learning
how to use new tools to access online courses.
71. I have a fear of learning with new methods
of learning.
72. I am concerned, or have found that a lack
of compatibility of hardware and software
creates technical problems.
73. I have found a lack of technical assistance.

58

In summary, inspection of the item-level frequencies and percentages seemed to
indicate that technical and social barriers presented relatively fewer difficulties with
learning online compared to issues surrounding pedagogy and course management.
Research Question 2
To determine whether differences exist in the perceptions of students in regards to
the severity of the four types of barriers to online learning (pedagogical, managerial,
social, and technical), means and standard deviations were calculated for each barrier
both for the entire sample and for subgroups within sample. To test for statistically
significant differences between the means, a series of repeated measures analysis of
variance (R-ANOVA) was performed to determine differences in the overall difficulty of
the barriers for all respondents and by demographic and student status subgroups.
Along with the means and standard deviations, the results of these R-ANOVAs
are presented in Table 9, with statistically significant differences observed for the
comparisons involving all respondents (F(3, 280) = 57.50, p < .05), respondents by
gender (F(3, 274) = 3.47, p < .05) and greater for females than males, respondents by
preferred environment (F(3, 276) = 4.91, p < .05). These statistically significant
outcomes were further analyzed to determine which barriers were perceived as being
relatively more difficult than others. The results of these analyses will appear later in the
dissertation.
In the aggregate (see Table 9 and Figure 1), there is a statistically significant
difference in the extent to which these barriers are perceived as being difficult, such that
means for the pedagogical barriers (M = 2.34, SD = 0.76) and the managerial barriers (M
=2.39, SD = 0.82) are higher than those observed for the social barriers (M = 2.19, SD =
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0.81) and the technical barriers (M = 1.92, SD = 0.80), while the mean, for the social
barriers is higher than the aforementioned mean for the technical barriers. In other words,
the respondents were more concerned with social aspects of the class rather than the
technical aspects involved in enrolling in an online class. As noted in the remaining three
figures, slight variations on this same basic pattern were observed for the other sets of
differences by gender (Figure 2), preferred environment (Figure 3), and number of
courses taken (Figure 4).
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Table 9
Means, Standard Deviations, and Repeated Measures Analysis of Variances (R-ANOVA)
Outcomes for Questionnaire Scales Measuring Pedagogical, Managerial, Social, and
Technical Barriers to Learning in Online Classes

Pedagogical Managerial
Barriers
Barriers

Group

M

SD

Social
Barriers

Technical
Barriers

M

M

SD

F

n

M

SD

SD

All

283

2.34

0.76

2.39 0.82 2.19 0.81 1.92 0.80 57.50*

Gender
Male
Female

70
208

2.39
2.32

0.77
0.76

2.57 0.82 2.31 0.80 1.92 0.77 3.47*
2.33 0.81 2.15 0.82 1.90 0.81

Age Category
<= 31 Years 141
> 31 Years 143

2.29
2.39

0.77
0.76

2.30 0.82 2.14 0.87 1.82 0.80 1.38
2.49 0.80 2.25 0.75 2.02 0.79

Race/Ethnicity
White
241
Others
42

2.33
2.40

0.77
0.71

2.38 0.83 2.17 0.80 1.90 0.79 0.19
2.46 0.76 2.30 0.87 1.98 0.85

Degree Program
Science
167
Other
115

2.35
2.31

0.79
0.73

2.38 0.83 2.19 0.83 1.90 0.77 0.45
2.39 0.80 2.19 0.79 1.93 0.85

GPA
>= 3.50
< 3.50

121
154

2.24
2.41

0.75
0.78

2.33 0.81 2.15 0.78 1.82 0.74 1.43
2.42 0.82 2.22 0.84 1.98 0.85

Financial Aid
Yes
220
No
63

2.42
2.07

0.78
0.64

2.46 0.81 2.24 0.82 1.96 0.84 1.14
2.15 0.81 2.01 0.74 1.75 0.63
(Table continued)
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(Table 9 continues)
Pedagogical
Barriers
n

M

Managerial
Barriers

Social
Barriers

Technical
Barriers

F

SD

M

SD

M

SD

M

SD

Developmental Classes
Yes
96 2.45
No
184 2.27

0.73
0.77

2.54
2.30

0.72
0.85

2.35
2.10

0.78
0.82

1.99
1.87

0.87
0.77

1.28

Preferred Environment
Traditional
101 2.88
Other
179 2.03

0.65
0.64

2.83
2.14

0.67
0.78

2.71
1.91

0.72
0.72

2.32
1.70

0.86
0.68

4.91

Future Courses Online
Yes
234 2.24
No
48 2.79

0.72
0.81

2.31
2.77

0.80
0.79

2.11
2.59

0.81
0.72

1.86
2.19

0.78
0.86

1.92

Courses Taken
1-3
>3

135
149

2.57
2.14

0.76
0.72

2.55
2.25

0.80
0.81

2.44
1.97

0.82
0.74

2.17
1.69

0.86
0.68

2.60

Courses Dropped
None
203
>= 1
81

2.30
2.43

0.72
0.85

2.35
2.50

0.80
0.86

2.16
2.27

0.78
0.90

1.90
1.96

0.75
0.92

0.41

*p <.05.

Considered by gender (see Figure 2), the pattern of differences observed for
females mirrored those observed for the aggregate; however, among males the mean for
managerial barriers (M = 2.57, SD = 0.82) was higher than the mean observed for other
three barrier types and the mean for technical barriers (M = 1.92, SD = 0.77) was lower
than those observed for the other three barrier types. The mean among females were
similar for pedagogical (M = 2.32, SD = .76) and managerial barriers (M = 2.33, SD =
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.81). For students who preferred the traditional classroom learning environment (see
Figure 3), the mean for pedagogical barriers (M = 2.88, SD = 0.65) proved to be
significantly higher than the means observed for social (M = 2.71, SD = 0.72) and
technical barriers (M = 2.32, SD = 0.86), but the mean for managerial barriers (M = 2.83,
SD = 0.72) appeared not to differ significantly from either the mean for pedagogical
barriers or the mean for social barriers. For students who had no preference in regard to
delivery method, managerial barriers (M = 2.14, SD = 0.64) were significantly higher
than the other three, while technical barriers (M = 1.70, SD = 0.68) were less difficult
than the other three. Finally, by number of online courses enrolled in (see Figure 4),
students having taken more than three online classes follow the pattern of means
observed for all students in the aggregate, while those having taken three or fewer online
classes depart from this pattern somewhat. Students who take more online classes learn
how to be successful in the medium and thus prefer what they are used to which is faceto-face instruction. For the latter group, the means mirrored those observed for students
preferring traditional teaching arrangements.
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Figure 1. Means on pedagogical, managerial, social, and technical scales for all responding students.
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Figure 2. Means on pedagogical, managerial, social, and technical scales for students by gender.
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Figure 3. Means on pedagogical, managerial, social, and technical scales for responding students by preferred learning
environment.
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Figure 4. Means on pedagogical, managerial, social, and technical scales for responding students by number of
online courses taken.
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Research Question 3
The goal of Research Question 3 was to determine the extent to which
demographic characteristics of students, student status variables, and student perceptions
of the four types of barriers predict online course attrition rate. In order to address this
question, correlations were first calculated to assess the degree to which these variables
were significantly related to each other and to attrition rate, the outcome of interest.
Subsequently, a series of hierarchical multiple regressions was performed on these three
sets of variables. In the first hierarchical multiple regression, the variables were
sequentially entered in three blocks, with the means obtained on four barriers to online
learning entered simultaneously in the third block. In the second hierarchical multiple
regression, a “stepwise” procedure was performed, given the high degree of overlap in
the relationships between measures of the four kinds of barriers and online courses
attrition rate. Rather than entering the aforementioned measures simultaneously,
measures are entered by the strength of their correlation with attrition rate. In the final
hierarchical multiple regression, the four separate measures of barriers to online learning
were dropped and an overall instrument mean was employed in the third block to
determine the relationship between perceived barriers and online course attrition rate.
Inspection of the correlation matrix shown in Table 10 indicates that only half of
the prospective independent variables correlate significantly with the dependent variable
of attrition rate. As expected, higher student GPAs are statistically significantly
associated with lower attrition rates in online courses (r = -.201, p < .05). A similar
correlation exists with the learning environment variable: as the student preference for
higher-coded learning environment increases (either environment is fine or online is my
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preference), online course attrition rate decreases (r = -.215, p < .05). Finally, student
“yes” responses to the question about future enrollment in online courses was
significantly correlated to attrition rate (r = -.173, p < .05). Again, as expected, the
attrition rate was conversely higher for students who answered they did not plan to take
additional online courses in the future, presumably given past experiences. In other
words, students, who did not plan to take future online courses, experienced a higher
attrition rate in their current online courses.
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Table 10
Correlations among the Independent Variables and the Dependent Variables Employed in the Regression Analyses

Variable (N = 266)

2

3

4

5

01. Gender (1 = M, 2 = F) .029 .054 -.020 -.026
02. Age (1 is low)
03. Race (1 = White, 2 = NW)

6
.034

7

8

.014 -.037

9
.067

.002 -.078 .158* .189** -.054 .016 -.026
.056 -.172** .101 .036 -.028 .002

04. Degree (1 = Science, 2 = Other)
05. GPA (1 is low)
06. Financial Aid (0 = N , 1 = Y)

-.036 -.081 -.105 .003
.037

10

11

12

13

14

15

-.037 -.138* -.084 -.006 -.064

.014

.062 .127*
.040 .042

.099

.053

.042

.070

.085
.051

*

.121
.020

-.055 -.042 -.019 -.027

.014 -.024 -.012

.032

-.070 -.014

.019

-.043 -.038 -.201**

.154* -.114 -.014 .168** .147*

.100

.108 .148* -.015

.109 .150* .156*

.103 .137* -.011

-.049 -.023

07. Developmental (0 = N, 1 = Y)

.030

.036

.443** -.546** -.427** -.498** -.383** -.522** -.215**

08. Environment (1 = T, 2= E/O)

**

09. Online Future (0 = N, 1 = Y)

**

**

**

**

**

-.284 -.228 -.229 -.173 -.259 -.173

10. Pedagogical Barrier (18+ items)

.804

**

**

.838

**

.717

**

.946

**

.254

.806** .691** .887** .215**

11. Managerial Barrier (8+ items)

**

12. Social Barrier (11 + items)

.793

**

.940

**

.255

.863** .246**

13. Technical Barrier (9+ items)

**

14. Overall Mean (46 or more items)

.268

15. Attrition Rate
** p < .01 (two-tailed).*p < .05 (two-tailed).

70

Table 11
Hierarchical Regression Summary of Demographic Variables, Student Status Variables,
and Scale Means for Perceptions of Four Types of Barriers to Online Learning on
Course Attrition Rate (N = 266)

Source

B

S.E.B.



t

p


Block 1: Demographics
F(3, 262) = .684, p = .562, R2 = .00,
F Change (3, 262) = .684, p = .562)
Gender

0.49

3.62

0.01

0.14

0.891

Age

0.14

0.16

0.05

0.85

0.396

Race

4.99

4.41

0.07

1.13

0.259

Block 2: Demographics + Student Status
Model Fit: F(9, 256) = 3.73, p < .01, R2 = .11,
F Change (6, 256) = 4.69, p <.001)
Gender

0.20

3.49

0.00

0.06

0.953

Age

0.25

0.16

0.09

1.54

0.125

Race

2.53

4.33

0.04

0.58

0.560

Degree

-1.19

3.12

-0.02

-0.38

0.702

GPA

-5.23

1.52

-0.21

-3.45

0.001

Financial Aid

-3.24

3.79

-0.05

-0.85

0.393

Developmental Classes

-0.18

3.28

0.00

-0.05

0.957

Future Online Classes

-5.50

4.47

-0.08

-1.23

0.219

Preferred Environment

-10.07

3.54

-0.19

-2.84

0.005

(Table continues)
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(Table 11 continued)
Source

B

S.E.B.



t

p

Block 3: Demographics + Student Status + Barriers
F(13, 252) = 3.08, p < .001, R2 = .14,
F Change (4, 252) =2.27, p =.062)
Gender

1.08

3.56

0.02

0.30

0.761

Age

0.18

0.16

0.07

1.13

0.260

Race

2.26

4.31

0.03

0.52

0.600

Degree

-1.30

3.10

-0.03

-0.42

0.675

GPA

-5.07

1.53

-0.20

-3.31

0.001

Financial Aid

-3.36

3.81

-0.05

-0.88

0.377

Developmental Classes

-1.95

3.33

-0.04

-0.59

0.558

Future Online Classes

-5.51

4.44

-0.08

-1.24

0.216

Preferred Environment

-4.62

4.08

-0.09

-1.13

0.259

Pedagogical Barriers

0.69

4.22

0.02

0.16

0.870

Managerial Barriers

-0.67

3.49

-0.02

-0.19

0.849

Social Barriers

4.20

4.28

0.13

0.98

0.328

Technical Barriers

2.68

3.17

0.08

0.85

0.399

Aside from these student status variables, the measures for all four types of barriers were
significantly positively correlated with online course attrition rate, with the order of
magnitude being managerial (r = .215, p < .05, R2 = .0462), technical (r = .246, p < .05,
R2 = .0605), pedagogical (r = .254, p < .05, R2 = .64516), and social (r = .255, p < .05, R2
= .65025) meaning that social barriers explained the largest portion of the variables.
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Given the high degree of inter-correlation among these four measures (all of the
correlations were at or above r = .85), a composite of these four sets of barriers was also
created based on student responses to a minimum of 46 survey items. As also shown in
Table 9, this “grand mean” measure was also significantly related to the online course
attrition (r = .268, p < .05, r2 = .0718). Although the R2 of .0718 was considered
statistically significant, it only explains 7.18% of the variability around the mean, hence,
it is not important to the final results.
In light of the results provided above, the three previously-described hierarchical
multiple regressions were conducted. Because none of the demographic variables
correlated significantly with online course attrition rate, the results shown for the first
block in Table 11 indicate the poor fit of the model to the data given these variables and
reveals an insignificant proportion of variance explained (F(3, 262) = .684, p = .562, R2 =
.00). With the inclusion of the student status variables in the second block, the model fit
markedly improves and a significant proportion of variance is explained (F(9, 256) =
3.73, p < .05, R2 = .11). The R2 of .11 explains 11% of the variance in the model
however, this small amount shows that although recognized as being statistically
significant, the inclusion of the student status variables was not important. Specifically,
and consistent with the results presented in the correlation matrix, both grade point
average ( = -0.21, t = -3.45, p < .05) and preferred learning environment ( = -0.19, t = 2.84, p < .05) were statistically significant as predictors of the online course attrition rate.
However, given the high inter-correlation between preferred learning environment and
intent to take future online classes (r = .443, p < .05), the latter variable did not emerge as
a significant predictor of attrition rate.
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Although the measures for all four barriers correlated significantly with online
attrition rate, the four measures were also significantly inter-correlated. Hence, as shown
in the third block, not one of the four barrier measures proved to be a significant predictor
of online course attrition rate. While the model as a whole retains an adequate fit to the
data (F (13, 252) = 3.08, p < .05), the addition of the four variables does not result in a
significant change in R2 (F Change (4, 252) =2.27, p =.05), growing only 2% from the R2
of .11 observed for block two to the R2 of .14 observed for block three. With the
inclusion of the student status variables in the model, the R2 explained 11% of the
variance of the model. Although, by including the barriers in block three, the model only
explained 14% of the variance. These results are low and show that these items are not
important in terms of final analysis.
Given these somewhat counter-intuitive results, two other analytic strategies were
employed to investigate the relationships between the perceived barriers and online
course attrition rate. With the outcomes shown in Table 12, stepwise regression was used
to allow the barrier with the highest correlation to enter first in the process. Use of this
strategy resulted not only in an improved model fit (F (10, 255) = 3.96, p < .05) but also
in significant change in R2 (F Change (1, 255) =8.37, p =.05) from R2 = .11 to R2 = .13.
Although the model fit improved, the changes were not important due to the low variance
explained of .13. The independent variable added to the model that led to the increase
was the social barrier measure ( = 0.20, t = 2.89, p < .05), the barrier most highly
correlated with the attrition rate. With the outcomes shown in Table 13, an overall mean
was computed for each respondent and that value entered into the regression model
instead of the four individual measures. As with the stepwise strategy, use of the
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composite measure resulted not only in an improved model fit (F (10, 255) = 3.94, p <
.05) but also a significant change in R2 F Change (1, 255) =8.17, p =.05) from R2 = .11 to
R2 = .13. The R2 of .11 through inclusion of the student status variables and the R2 of .13
with the inclusion of the barrier variables, although deemed significant, are not important
since both explain a small percentage of the total variance in the model. As anticipated by
the correlation between the composite score and the online attrition rate, the composite
barrier score or overall mean proved to significantly predict the outcome ( = 0.20, t =
2.86, p < .05).
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Table 12
Block Three of Stepwise Multiple Regression Summary of Demographic Variables,
Student Status Variables, and Scale Means for Perceptions of Four Types of Barriers to
Online Learning on Course Attrition Rate (N = 266)

Source

B

S.E.B.



t

p

Block 3: Demographics + Student Status + Barriers
F(10, 255) = 3.96, p < .001, R2 = .13,
F Change (1, 255) =8.37, p =.004)
Gender

1.51

3.47

0.03

0.43

0.665

Age

0.19

0.16

0.07

1.20

0.231

Race

1.99

4.28

0.03

0.46

0.642

Degree

-1.15

3.08

-0.02

-0.38

0.708

GPA

-5.24

1.50

-0.21

-3.51

0.001

Financial Aid

-3.17

3.74

-0.05

-0.85

0.397

Developmental Classes

-2.12

3.30

-0.04

-0.64

0.522

Future Online Classes

-5.49

4.40

-0.08

-1.25

0.214

Preferred Environment

-4.65

3.97

-0.09

-1.17

0.243

Social Barriers

6.32

2.18

0.20

2.89

0.004
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Table 13
Block Three of Hierarchical Regression Summary of Demographic Variables, Student
Status Variables, and Scale Mean for Total Instrument on Course Attrition Rate (N =
266)

Source

B

S.E.B.



t

p=

Block 3: Demographics + Student Status + Barriers
F(10, 255) = 3.94, p < .001, R2 = .13,
F Change (1, 255) = 8.17, p =.005)
Gender

1.28

3.46

0.02

0.37

0.711

Age

0.19

0.16

0.07

1.15

0.249

Race

2.36

4.28

0.03

0.55

0.581

Degree

-1.19

3.08

-0.02

-0.39

0.698

GPA

-4.92

1.50

-0.20

-3.28

0.001

Financial Aid

-3.83

3.75

-0.06

-1.02

0.308

Developmental Classes

-1.83

3.29

-0.03

-0.56

0.579

Future Online Classes

-5.18

4.41

-0.08

-1.18

0.241

Preferred Environment

-4.52

4.00

-0.09

-1.13

0.260

Total Mean Score

7.13

2.49

0.20

2.86

0.005

Explanation of Attrition Rates
A variety of statistical techniques was used to explain attrition rate in courses
conducted online. Research Question 1 focused on the perceptions students held in
relation to the barriers in online learning, given item frequencies and percentages.
Inspecting these statistics, it was observed that most students were more concerned about
pedagogical barriers and managerial barriers than technical or social barriers. In addition,
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it was also observed that most students (68.5% of those sampled in the present study),
although motivated to complete online coursework, still expressed a preference for faceto-face instruction. At a level of over 90% item agreement, perhaps the greatest single
barrier to success in online coursework was the higher degree of responsibility that
students had to assume for their own learning.
Research Question 2 was analyzed and answered by conducting a series of
repeated measures analysis of variance (R-ANOVA) to determine if any differences
emerged in students’ perceptions of the difficulty they attributed to the four types of
barriers to learning online. Typically, based on results of the R-ANOVA, pedagogical
and managerial barriers were found to be the more difficult barriers.
Finally, the answer to Research Question 3 was determined by conducting a series
of hierarchical multiple regressions on online course attrition rate. While the
demographic variables of race, sex, and age did not explain attrition, better results were
obtained for the student status variables of grade point average, and student expressed
preference for either online or traditional classes. A stepwise regression indicated that
social barriers were the best of the four predictors for online attrition rate, controlling for
the other three, while a regression that employed a composite barrier score indicated that
it, too, was a significant predictor of online course attrition rate. Indications are that the
higher the grade point average the more likely a student will remain in an online class.
Limitations
There were some areas that posed limitations to this study. First, the survey was
long due to the number of questions the respondent was asked to answer. The wording of
some of the survey items could be perceived as being confusing. This survey could be
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shortened and administered with clearer more succinct questions. The length of the
survey may have caused some students to not complete the instrument.
The results indicated that grade point average is an excellent predictor of attrition
rate. For instance, the higher the student’s GPA, the more likely he or she is to complete
an online course. Of the survey respondents, 70.7% of the students were maintaining a
grade point average of 3.0 or higher. As a part of this study it is important to note that
students with lower grade point averages may not have participated in the survey because
they had already withdrawn from the course, stopped participating in the course without
withdrawing, or may choose to not enroll in further online classes.
Another limitation was timing when administering the survey instrument. This
survey was administered online and students only had a short period of time to complete
which could be problematic for those taking exams and completing major assignments.
Another limitation dealt with the response rate. Since the survey was administered
electronically, the response rate was somewhat low because students may have chosen
not to complete the survey.
Another limitation was obtaining the appropriate sample size necessary to make
this study valid. Typically, for the purpose of a study such as this, it would be feasible to
obtain a sample size of at least 10% of the online population of the four schools. The
actual percentage of students who completed the survey as compared to total enrollment
was 9.3%. Another limitation of the study was bias. Some survey participants may have
responded in a certain manner because of a perception that the answer given was what the
administrator or instructor expected him or her to answer. In order to discourage bias, the
researcher provided a statement on the survey that explained to students that all responses
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were confidential and private and were only used for purpose of this research. Each
participant’s identity has and will remain anonymous using the process described earlier.
Another concern was that students who enrolled in multiple online classes may
have a strong opinion based on one particular class. For instance, if the student dropped
one class, the student may have completed the survey based on that online experience but
the same student may have answered the survey questions differently if he or she
responded based on a class which was successfully completed. In order to prevent this
situation from occurring, the survey contained a statement instructing the participants to
respond based on their opinions of online learning in general.
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Chapter 5
Discussion
Previous studies from the American College Testing Service (2013), Chronicle of
Higher Education (2013) and Gayton (2013) researching attrition rates in two-year
colleges have focused primarily on the traditional classroom. In direct contrast, this
study focused on the perceptions of online students at two-year colleges in Arkansas.
This dissertation was a quantitative study utilizing a combination of repeated
measures which include analysis of variance, hierarchical regression, and stepwise
regression on demographic, student success, and student barrier variables that predict
online course attrition rate. The research questions were the reason behind all of the
research which, along with the survey instrument, led to the conclusions in the study.
The independent variables were: gender, age, race/ethnicity, degree program, grade point
average, receiving financial aid, completed developmental classes, preferred learning
environment, plans for taking future online courses, number of courses taken,
pedagogical barriers, social barriers, managerial barriers, and technical barriers. The only
dependent variable was online course attrition rate.
The following research questions drove this study and focused on identifying
which variables predict attrition in online courses:
1. What are the perceptions of students regarding the pedagogical, managerial,
social, and technical barriers to online learning?
2. Do all student respondents and respondent subgroups perceive the four kinds of
barriers to online learning (pedagogical, managerial, social, and technical) to be equally
difficult?
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3. To what extent do the demographic characteristics of students, student status
variables, and student perceptions of four types of barriers predict attrition rate?
The purpose of this study was to investigate factors contributing to attrition in
online courses among students in two-year community colleges in Arkansas. Results
were obtained by administering a survey instrument (Survey of Barriers to Online
Learning) that separated the barriers into four concise subgroups and analyze online
course attrition rates in two-year colleges. Previous studies have been conducted on a
population that did not distinguish between four year and two-year institutions rather than
solely focusing on two-year colleges (Noel-Levitz, 2012).
The literature review did not distinguish adult students in online classes at twoyear colleges from those enrolled at four-year colleges. For the purpose of this study the
distinction was made because adult students often have a different set of reasons for
attending two-year colleges than do adult students who attend a four year college. For
example, they may not have been admitted to a four-year college due to lack of academic
preparation or financial constraints or because they had a desire to earn a degree or
certificate to enter a trade program such as culinary arts or welding (Park & Choi, 2009).
This chapter provides a summary of findings, discussion of results, and presents the
implications of this study and recommendations for future research.
Summary of Findings
After the analysis was undertaken, the answer to Research Question 1 found that
most students were more concerned about pedagogical and managerial barriers than
technical or social barriers (Figure 2). For instance, the respondents were concerned with
communicating with faculty and navigating the online course. This aligns with Houle’s
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(1988) goal-oriented learning which implies that students may be seeking the educational
experience, via online courses, to reach some other goal such as an advanced degree or a
pay increase.
The results of this study pose a dilemma for two-year colleges. In determining its
goal or mission in offering online learning, the research suggests that two-year colleges
should focus on the pedagogical and managerial barriers and provide the tools to
overcome barriers in the student’s online learning experiences such as appropriate
training for navigating an online course. This action is another college level responsibility
in addition to those outlines by Sahin and Shelley (2008) who noted student needs must
be considered in developing online courses including prompt modes of feedback and
communication as part of the course design in order to prevent student attrition.
Research Question 2 focused on whether differences exist in the perceptions of
barriers to online course enrollment and completion. A repeated measures analysis of
variance was conducted to determine if any differences exist among subgroups and which
barriers were perceived to be the most challenging to the survey participants. Upon
completion of the statistical measure, it was determined that students who complete fewer
online courses consider the pedagogical barriers (teaching style used by the instructor in
the course) to be more formidable while students who have completed more than three
online courses tend to perceive managerial barriers (how the instructor has set up the
navigation of the course) as being more difficult. The managerial barriers appear to be
rated higher among males than among females in the survey which is an indicator that
males may place more importance in being able to find the course material rather than the
quality of the course material.
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Furthermore, students who have taken three or more online courses also yield
similar results involving the barrier groups. As experienced online students take
additional online courses, they tend to become more concerned about finding the material
on the course website. Once they learn the course management systems software,
students tend to be more concerned with accessing the material. In other words, once a
student has adapted his or her learning style to meet the needs of learning online, he or
she is intent on finding course materials quickly and efficiently. As in Houle’s three
orientations to learning (1988), students want to find the material and move on to the next
concept.
The statistical tests conducted to answer Research Question 3 showed that as a
student’s grade point average increases, online course attrition decreases. Therefore, as,
Tables 10 through 12 indicate (Chapter 4), grade point average appears to be a predictor
of student attrition in an online course. The result is consistent with literature from Hart
(2012) who found that students with higher grade point averages tended to remain in
online courses at a higher rate because they have more responsible academic behaviors
which are consistent with a successful online learner. Lint (2013) also found that grade
point average is significant in determining student attrition in both traditional and online
classroom settings. Lint (2013) found that students with higher grade point averages
possess the skills to manage their time, adapt to new technology, and the ability to
interact in any setting. Based on this finding, it is appears that students with higher
grade point averages have the ability and skills to adapt to different learning styles and
thus are more likely to be successful in online classes. However, it must be noted that
students with lower grade points averages may not have participated in the survey
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because they had withdrawn from the course or may choose not to enroll in further online
classes. As the study indicated, students with higher grade point averages tend to remain
in online courses. This might be related to the idea that students are taking responsibility
for their own learning. This is a concept that directly relates to the adult learner in
general.
Implications for Administration, Faculty, Boards of Trustees, and Student Services
The strength of this study is that it focuses on online course retention in two-year
colleges in a specific region. Data were collected from students who were enrolled in
online courses at four, two-year colleges in a state in the southern region of the United
States. The results of the study can assist two-year colleges in preparing online faculty
and their college administration to assist students to successfully complete online
coursework. This study sheds light on the importance of reducing some of the nonacademic barriers thereby allowing students to focus on the actual course material which
is being presented in the online learning environment. Suggestions for possible solutions
will be presented in the following section. As discussed in the literature review,
Angelino et al. (2007) found that through frequent contact and interactions, using a
learner-centered approach to allow students to provide input into planning instructional
objects, overcoming the feeling of disconnectedness through forming learning
communities, and providing an online method of delivering student services, students are
more likely to feel more engaged and attrition is likely to decrease.
Implications for Administrators. College administrators may use the data to
design training for academic advisors to so they can determine if a student is prepared to
enroll in an online course. By reviewing academic skills such as reading, advisors can
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prevent problems from occurring for new students or students who are already struggling
academically by advising them to complete any required developmental courses, in the
traditional face-to-face classroom before enrolling in an online course.
Implications for Faculty. This study provides faculty members with data that can
assist in preparing online courses that can be easily navigated while maintain academic
rigor. Faculty members may also use these results to assist them in improving their
system of feedback to students. A major concern of students is that faculty members do
not respond to concerns or return graded work in a timely manner. Faculty members can
place a statement in the syllabus that sets realistic expectations for return of graded work
and response to written communications. Through timely feedback, students are able to
more effectively assess their progress and receive answers to questions that will allow
them to move forward in completing the online course.
Faculty members can benefit from an understanding of adult learning theory and
the concept of andragogy when developing and teaching an online course in order keep
learners engaged. As discussed in Chapter 2, adults need to be actively engaged in the
learning process. Cercone (2008) discusses strategies that faculty members can use in
making courses more self-directed by guiding students to develop self-directed learning
skills. In addition, faculty members can provide assignments at a variety of difficulty
levels in order to help the students learn at a pace that is beneficial to their learning styles
and needs while providing appropriate and prompt feedback to the student. Andragogy,
as discussed in Chapter 2, (Knowles et al., 1998) explained that the adult learner wants to
know why he or she needs to learn a concept or skill as well as how to learn the skill. By
understanding the thought processes of the adult learner, online faculty members can

86

provide opportunities for learners to discover the meaning behind a particular concept
thereby allowing the students to receive additional opportunities for engagement in the
course.
Implications for Boards of Trustees. Board of Trustees can use this the results
of this study to determine what funding is necessary to provide appropriate training to
administration, faculty, and student services in order to assist them in providing students
the most effective modes of advising, courses design, and managerial techniques to make
an online course more efficient for the students.
Implications for Student Services. This information can be used by those who
are involved in student services to properly develop strategies to ensure that students are
properly enrolled in online courses. For instance, as discussed by Adkins and Bryant
(2011), some of the significant factors in determining online course attrition are:
individual attributes such as motivation and procrastination, learning styles, and life
factors such as finances, time availability, family and employers support, the student’s
ability to read and recall, technical competency, technical knowledge, and typing
accuracy. Student services divisions can assess these factors and make appropriate
enrollment recommendations to prevent students from enrolling in an online course if
they lack the necessary skills to be successful in an online course.
These results could inspire mid-level and senior-level administrators to provide
the training necessary for faculty and advisors who advise students during the registration
process. Training could assist faculty in developing courses that provide ease of
navigation, communication, and feedback.
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As a diagnostic tool, the Survey of Barriers to Online Learning (Berge &
Muilenburg (2005) has been useful for analysis however, for the purpose of this
research, it is too lengthy. The Survey contains too much overlap in the measurement of
constructs. This survey would have been more effective and manageable had it been
briefer and had combined some of the survey items into fewer questions. By
administering a shorter instrument, the response rate would have been higher and perhaps
the data have yielded different results.
Recommendations
Due to increased competition from private and for profit institutions, online
learning is important in carrying out the mission of two-year colleges. Two-year colleges
can no longer take the stance that online learning is not valid and reliable. It is quickly
becoming an integral part of the learning experience at two-year colleges across the
nation. Students must be prepared to handle the rigors of college, but it is equally
important that students be prepared to adapt their learning styles to the online
environment if they choose to enroll in online classes. Students should complete a
learning styles inventory to determine their learning style. Through academic advising, a
student can decide if he or she can adapt their learning style to the online environment.
In addition, students must have the appropriate Internet service along with the necessary
computer systems available to efficiently navigate through online courses. Berge and
Huang (2004) mentioned the importance of students having access to appropriate
technology for completion of online courses. They also mentioned that not having access
to affordable or convenient technology is likely to lead to attrition in online courses.
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To reduce online course attrition, the researcher recommends that students not be
allowed to enroll in online courses if they scores below the college level in reading and
English on a standardized test. If a student scores below a certain level, they must take
developmental courses and those should be completed before enrolling in an online
course. Also, students below a 2.00 GPA should be discouraged from enrolling in an
online course because they could be at highest risk for withdrawing from an online
course.
It is also recommended that mid-level administrators provide faculty members
with appropriate training in order to assist the faculty in properly developing an online
course. Faculty should be provided with training on strategies for providing timely
feedback online. An online instructor should be able to respond to a student via course
management or online within a reasonable time period. Faculty members should also be
trained in developing all phases of the online course to provide the student with the most
efficient levels of navigation possible.
The researcher also recommends that mid-level administrators investigate the
possibility of requiring all courses possess the same navigation style. By requiring each
course to have the same links such as syllabus, announcements, discussion board, course
content, and exam, students would know exactly where to find each element needed to
complete the course.
First-time online students should be encouraged to attend a training session
explaining their responsibilities as an online student in regards to communication and
performance in the course. Student should also be trained on navigating the course in the
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course management system. If all courses were required to have common navigation
styles, this would make this process much easier.
Since some students may not attend the training session, the researcher
recommends that online course procedures and etiquette be included in a teaching unit in
a Fundamentals of Technology, Introduction to Computers, or a Student Success Seminar
course. In any of these courses, a short unit of study would be included that teaches the
students about online learning. The course would teach the students about their
responsibility as an online learner (communication with instructor and time
management), proper procedures for communicating with other students on the
discussion board (using collegial language on the board), and course navigation. These
skills are all necessary in an online course.
If students are encountering difficulty navigating the course, the college could
offer the services of a computer lab assistant who is trained in the course management
software to train the students on an individual or group basis.
It is important that although these recommendations may be good for the
student they may violate college and/or state policies. Faculty members may also have a
concern as to how these recommendations could affect their academic freedom in
teaching a course. Implementing at least some of these recommendations may assist all
stakeholders in reducing online course attrition rate.

Future Research
There are several avenues of that would be excellent areas of study for future
research. One possible area of research would be to reformat the survey instrument used
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in this study to few questions in order to prevent repetitive and/or confusing questions.
Student may have not understood some of the questions due to the wording of the survey
item. If the survey instrument is reformatted, the statements should be reworded in a
positive light, for instance instead of a question reading, “I am concerned about not
having technology available to me”, the question would read, “I have access to the
appropriate technology available to complete an online course.
Another research recommendation would be to administer a quantitative and/or
qualitative survey to online faculty members to determine the greatest barriers to student
success in the online environment. Faculty members can provide great insight because
they are the student’s first point of contact when a difficulty arises during an online
course.
Research could determine when students are withdrawing from online courses.
The timing of a course withdrawal can explain volumes as to why students withdraw
from online courses. For instance, if they withdraw in the first three weeks of class, the
problem could either be a technology issue, an issue related to navigation of course
content, or financial since tuition is due early in the term. If withdrawal occurs or course
participation ends after the sixth week, this could suggest a student attended and
participated until his or her financial aid funding was distributed. If the student
withdraws after the eighth week, personal, technical, or academic issues may exist.
It is also recommended that research be conducted on student confidence,
motivation, and learning styles and determine the effect of each factor on online student
attrition. These are areas this study did not cover that may further explain online course
attrition rate.
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Research should also be done to determine if common course navigation is an
effective way of alleviating student attrition. If each online course at a particular college
or university implemented campus-wide common course navigation where each course
has the same navigation features on the course’s home page, students may be able to
navigate through all of their online courses more effectively and thus reduce attrition.
Future studies in this area could include studies involving course development
and navigation. Excellent results could be obtained by a qualitative study which entails
surveying students who have completed three or more online classes in regard to what
they feel are the most important factors in navigation and course delivery. Another area
of study that may assist colleges is to determine if common course development would be
an effective way of reducing retention. For instance, if all faculty members use the same
navigation styles, would this assist in reducing online course attrition? These seasoned
students could provide valuable information about navigation and course delivery styles
which could assist an instructor re-tool delivery style without infringing on academic
freedom if the instructor was inclined to see a need for this information. All of these
items should be considered for two key reasons; to benefit the student without sacrificing
academic rigor and to lower the online course attrition rate.
One final area for research consideration would be to compare the online learning
environments of both public and for profit colleges and universities. Since online
learning has increased competition due to the increasing number of for profit online
universities, it would be interesting to compare the styles of delivery and instruction
between the public and for profit institutions. A researcher could investigate navigation,
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quality of academic material, faculty/student communication and feedback, and the
experience level of the instructors teaching the courses.
Conclusion
The evidence gained from this study provided some answers to the research
questions. The utilization of the repeated measures ANOVA, hierarchical regression, and
step-wise regression were used to determine what variables predict online course
attrition. The hierarchical multiple regressions found that as students enrolled in
additional online courses, they became more critical of how the material was being
delivered and presented. The regressions also showed that based on this sample,
technical issues were not a significant predictor of online course attrition. Finally, the
data (Tables 10 through 12) showed that grade point average was the best predictor of
online course attrition confirming the findings of Hart (2012) and Lint (2013). By
reformatting the survey and administering the instrument to additional sample groups,
including faculty members, there is a great potential for future research which could
delve further into reasons for online course attrition.
In conclusion, several expectations were dispelled after the dissemination of the
survey instrument. Prior to the beginning of writing this dissertation, it was believed that
students would be uncomfortable using technology for an online class. However, the
survey data led to the conclusion that little evidence existed that students were
uncomfortable using technology. Figures 1 and 2 in Chapter 4 indicate that, of the four
barriers, technology is the least prevalent barrier of all. Therefore, based on the data,
technology is not an issue for students as a whole.
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It has become apparent, during the course of this research that two-year colleges
need to incorporate more training for online learning in the traditional classroom in order
to prepare all of their students for a possible online learning experience. It was
enlightening to learn that as students continue to remain in the online learning
environment and enroll in more courses, they become more comfortable with navigating
each individual course in spite of where the material is placed on the course web site.
This indicates that students are likely to become increasingly confident as they continue
in the online learning environment. Decisions to enhance student learning should
consider grade point average as a good predictor of online attrition rate. Strategies to
enhance student success and lower attrition rate can be implemented at all levels of the
academic environment.
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